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ABSTRACT
THE MEANING OF FOREGOING MOTHERHOOD IN THE CONTEXT OF A
NONTRADITIONAL IDENTITY: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL EXPLORATION
MAY 1997
ELIZABETH A. FEENEY, B.A., COLGATE UNIVERSITY
M.A., THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor John C. Carey
The purpose of this study was to explore the meaning of the experience of
foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity. Five lesbian mothers and five
lesbian non-mothers were interviewed using a guided in-depth interview format. Lesbian
mothers were included because it was believed that they could articulate the meaning that
the pursuit of motherhood had for them; thus shedding light on the converse experience of
foregoing motherhood.
Five common themes emerged about the meaning of foregoing motherhood:
Self perception and understanding of self; Self as a lesbian; Self in relation to others; Self
in relation to the decision to either pursue or forego motherhood; and Self in the future.
Results indicate that self understanding was the most salient source of
meaning for narrators; most of whom reported having an intuitive sense of whether or not
they were predisposed for motherhood. Results also suggest that lesbian identity was not a
salient factor in the decision to forego motherhood, except in one case in which internalized
homophobia precluded the narrator from following her internal predilection for
motherhood. Partner relationships were cited as one of the few factors that could
conceivably force a reconsideration of the decision to forego motherhood. Family of origin
was a salient source of meaning, but not as salient as the narrator’s own sense of internal
predilection about motherhood. The decision to forego motherhood was an easy one for
most narrators because it was in line with who they internally knew themselves to be.
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Interestingly enough though, non-motherhood was not a salient aspect of identity for non¬
mothers in this study. And finally, non-mothers had less of a clear sense about their future
identity and/or future familial relationships than did their mothering peers.
A review of existent literature, limitations of the study, a comparison of
results to the existent literature and the associated practical and research implications are
presented, as are a comprehensive presentation and analysis of results. In conclusion, this
study articulates the need for further research on the experience of foregoing motherhood in
the context of a lesbian identity.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement Of The Problem
Changing social mores and advancements in reproductive technology have made
motherhood a more viable and volitional choice within the lesbian community. This has
lead to increased visibility of lesbian mothers in both the popular press and the scholarly
literature. Many recent works in the psychological literature have documented this trend
as a lesbian “baby boom” phenomenon (Bozett, 1987; Laird, 1993; Lewin, 1993; Pies,
1985; Reti, 1992; Weston, 1991). However, a closer look at this phenomenon reveals
that, in actuality, very few lesbians are bearing children. In fact, researchers have
estimated that only between 3% (Hoeffer as cited in Kirkpatrick, 1987) and 30% (Martin
& Lyon as cited in Kirkpatrick, 1987) of lesbians are mothers and that an even smaller
percentage of lesbians have borne children after coming out, or in other words; within the
context of a lesbian identity (Seligmann as cited in Patterson, 1992). This would mean
that at least 70 - 97% of lesbians choose to forego motherhood and remain childless.
This is a much higher percentage than their heterosexual counterparts who have been
estimated to forego motherhood at a much lower rate.
The highest rate of voluntary childlessness is 7.7 percent among American Asians
and whites. The rate for American Indians is six percent; and for blacks, almost
three percent. Hispanics have the lowest rate: only 1.6 percent choose to forego
children. (Lang, 1991, p. 91)
Therefore, even though recent research has documented a lesbian baby boom, the
actual number of lesbians choosing to have children within the context of a lesbian
identity is still very small indeed; especially when compared to heterosexual women.
This raises many questions about the experience of foregoing motherhood in the context
of a lesbian identity. How do lesbians make meaning of this experience? What role does
lesbian identity play in their decision to forego motherhood? What role do other people
have in this experience? What are the emotions surrounding this experience?
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One might expect that these questions would be well researched and that
childlessness among lesbians would be a much studied phenomenon simply because of
the large number of women involved. However, this is not the case. Snitow (1992)
inquires about the lack of literature pertaining to this topic when she ponders the question,
“Does the lesbian community speak up with unembarassed enthusiasm for the child-free
life?” (p. 5). Her answer is, “Not now” (p. 5). Polikoff (1987) echoes this inquiry
when she asks, “Who is talking about the women who don’t ever want to be mothers?”
(p. 49). She answers her own question with, “No one” (p. 49). Well, almost no one.
In fact, the only published study in the current scholarly literature that exclusively
researched the experience of lesbian non-mothers was done by Lesser in 1991. It is both
alarming and compelling to realize that there is virtually no attention being paid to the
sizable segment of the lesbian population that is choosing to forego motherhood. Is this
void reflective of heterosexism? Are childless lesbians viewed as the appropriate norm
and therefore deemed not worthy of legitimate exploration? Regardless of the reason for
the dearth of literature, there is an obvious need to better understand the experience of
foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity.
Statement Of Purpose
The purpose of this dissertation was to explore how lesbians make meaning of the
experience of foregoing motherhood. It addresses questions such as those outlined above
as well as the following. What meaning do the internal mechanisms of self perception
and understanding of self have in this experience? What individual, dyadic, familial,
community and societal variables are involved? What role do the factors of lesbian
identity and homophobia play? How do lesbian non-mothers differ from their lesbian
peers who are bearing children? What do lesbian non-mothers perceive they will gain and
lose by deciding to forego motherhood? How certain are these non-mothers about their
decision? What meaning will the decision to forego motherhood have for these non¬
mothers in the future?
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Rationale And Significance Of The Study
This study is significant for a number of reasons. Perhaps most importantly, this
research is significant because of the estimated 50 million people (Patterson, 1995) who
have a direct familial connection to a gay or lesbian person or are gay or lesbian
themselves. It is difficult to predict how many of these estimated 50 million people are
lesbians. Indeed an accurate estimate of the number of lesbians in the United States today
is difficult to ascertain due to definition and sampling difficulties (Shively et al., 1984).
Many researchers have therefore relied on the work of Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin and
Gebhard (1953), who estimate that 1 in every 10 persons is homosexual. More recent
research, however, has suggested that the more reliable and valid estimate of the lesbian
population is not 10%, but only 2 to 3% of the female population (Diamond, 1993).
Even if we use this statistic however, we are still looking at a very large number of
lesbians living in the United States today who are often invisible in psychological
research and therefore need to be studied as an identified population.
Another reason that this topic is significant and worthy of study is because of the
importance that researchers and American society at large have placed on motherhood.
Indeed, researchers have concluded that motherhood in our society is an “institution”
(Rich, 1986), that it is “unheralded in the human experience” (Genevie & Margolis,
1987), and that it is “central to a woman’s identity” and has become “the only politically
correct choice” (Morell, 1994). With this in mind, it seems very important to look at how
lesbians organize and make meaning of their experience to forego motherhood given that
motherhood is such a powerful cultural construct in our society.
Furthermore, the results of this study will inform both the medical and
psychological helping professionals who are concerned with the health and well-being of
lesbians who are struggling with these issues on a psychological and/or physiological
level. Examples of this are the treatment of lesbian couples who seek resolution around
issues of foregoing motherhood within the context of their relationship; individuals who
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are struggling with lesbian and female identity development and the challenges that
foregoing motherhood presents in the course of that development; individuals who are
struggling to incorporate non-motherhood as a positive aspect of their identity; and
individuals dealing with regrets about their decision to forego motherhood. This work
may also inform clinical work with lesbians who are pursuing motherhood. This is due
to the fact that information about foregoing motherhood will give clinicians insight to the
corollary process of pursuing motherhood. In summary then, clinicians working with
lesbian clients and their families have an ethical obligation to be informed about these
issues. There is a need therefore, for research that will inform and guide clinical work
with lesbians around the issue of motherhood.
An exploration of the phenomenon of lesbian non-motherhood is also important in
addressing and educating the homophobic environment in which lesbians live. An
understanding of the experience of foregoing motherhood may provide needed insight to
the larger society about how to understand and support this decision. It may also be
important in addressing some of the environmental issues that prevent lesbians who want
children from having them. For example, if increased knowledge eventually reduces
homophobia, perhaps more lesbians will feel entitled to have children. The more we
know, the more we can share with the people in these environments and thereby
hopefully reduce fear and ignorance while increasing the quality of life for lesbians and
empowering them to make sound, healthy decisions about motherhood.
This work is also important on a theoretical level. The childless literature contains
an underlying heterosexist assumption that childless women are heterosexual. Therefore,
childless lesbians are often invisible in this research and their special needs, challenges
and skills are often overlooked. Even the lesbian literature seems to address the idea of
lesbian non-mothers in a peripheral way. We need more bias-free information, therefore,
about the experience of foregoing motherhood in order to build a theoretical base of
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understanding about the experience of lesbian non-mothers and the lesbian experience in
general.
This study is also important on a theoretical level in terms of understanding
human development across the life span, the importance of motherhood as a construct in
our society, the differences between heterosexual and homosexual women and the impact
that heterosexism and homophobia have on our culture and our identities.
In summary then, this study is significant for a number of reasons and the need
for this research is great. As Iasenza (1989) concludes; the silence around gay, lesbian
and bisexual people needs to be “shattered” (p. 75). This shattered silence will not only
benefit the lesbian population, but rather all people. For as Strickland (1995) points out,
“Much remains to be accomplished.... Perhaps most important, researchers must all come
to recognize that research on gay and lesbian people provides new and enhanced
paradigms and ways of thinking about the whole of human behavior” (p. 139). We can
no longer allow theoretical heterosexist assumptions to dictate the future of lesbian
research. When and if there are important questions that have gone unanswered, we need
to attempt to answer them. It is my hope that this dissertation will serve as one of the
starting points in the exploration of the many unanswered questions about the experience
of foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity.
Design Of The Study
I used a qualitative research design in this dissertation. More specifically, I
conducted in-depth phenomenological interviews with an emphasis on personal narrative
and narrative analysis. This is appropriate for a number of reasons all of which concern
the fit between the design and the nature of the questions I am asking, to whom I am
asking them and what I am attempting to learn. In the most general sense, a qualitative
design is appropriate for this study because of the lack of knowledge that currently exists
about lesbian non-mothers, the political aspects of conducting research with an oppressed
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population and the need for a design that seeks to generate and understand meaning rather
than just gather information.
I located my sample of lesbian narrators through a combination of snowball and
theoretical sampling and analyzed my data using a combination of analysis methods, most
notably the constant comparison method (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) and the interpretation
and analyzing strategies put forth by Seidman (1991). The rationale for my design as
well as more specific information about the design, the sample, and the interpretation and
trustworthiness of the data are presented in Chapter III of this dissertation.
Definition Of Terms And Population Parameters
The term “lesbian” is difficult to conceptualize and even harder to define (Iasenza,
1989; Shively, Jones & DeCecco, 1984). As Shively et al. (1984) point out, “As a
research concept, sexual orientation clearly has a perplexing array of meanings” (p. 134).
In this dissertation then, for lack of a more standard definition, the category of lesbian
will include any woman whose current or desired primary partner relationships are with
women. This does not include bisexual women who are currently in a relationship with a
man or heterosexual women who define themselves as lesbian but are married to or
otherwise in primary relationships with men.
Also, it is important to operationally define lesbian non-mothers and lesbian
mothers as they are conceptualized in this work. Lesbian non-mothers are defined in this
dissertation as any lesbians who have made a definitive decision to forego motherhood. I
should also point out that the term non-mother is not one that I am completely comfortable
with because it suggests a lack of something. However, due to the lack of a more
positive term; lesbian non-mother will be used in this study to denote any lesbian who has
decided to forego motherhood.
A lesbian mother is defined in this study as any lesbian who intentionally has a
child or is attempting to have a child through donor (known or unknown) insemination.
It also includes lesbians who have pursued or are in the pursuit of motherhood as a co-
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mother with another lesbian who is intentionally having a child through donor (known or
unknown) insemination. Therefore, lesbians who have children from heterosexual
relationships, or through adoption, or as foster mothers are outside the scope of this
paper.
Some may argue that lesbians who adopt children should be included in this
study. Certainly I am not making a value judgment here on what is “real” motherhood
and what is not. However, I do feel that adoption is often approached differently than is
the conception of a child. For example, some lesbians might be willing to “rescue” a
child through adoption because these children are in need of a mother; but they might not
feel as entitled to intentionally bring a child into this homophobic society. Certainly
adoption is a key element of lesbian mothering and any research on this topic would be
very valuable. However, for the purposes of this dissertation, I have chosen to study
only those lesbian mothers who conceive or co-mother children in the context of a lesbian
identity.
Homophobia is another term that needs to be operationally defined because it
means many things to many people and is therefore difficult to define. For the purposes
of this dissertation, homophobia will be defined as any negative attitude, thought or belief
about gay, lesbian or bisexual people which is based solely on sexual orientation and the
related fear of gay, lesbian and bisexual people. Internalized homophobia is also difficult
to define, but it is a concept that is alluded to many times in this dissertation and is
therefore in need of definition. For the purposes of this dissertation then, internalized
homophobia will be defined as any negative attitude, thought or belief that gay, lesbian or
bisexual persons have about themselves that stems from an internalization of the
homophobia of the culture in which they live. These are not precise definitions, but they
do at least provide a common understanding about the way in which these terms will be
used in this dissertation.
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Internal predilection is another hard to define concept that is alluded to many times
in this dissertation. It is used to convey the internal sense that many narrators had about
whether motherhood was “right” or “wrong” for them. These narrators seemed to have
an almost intuitive sense of whether or not they were predisposed for motherhood. It is
very hard to describe this sense, but through reading the narrative excerpts in Chapter IV,
readers will hopefully gain an understanding of the meaning that this internal predilection
had for the narrators in this study.
Personal narrative is another concept for which a precise definition is hard to find.
According to Riessman, “Respondents narrativize particular experiences in their lives,
often where there has been a breach between ideal and real, self and society” (Riessman,
1993, p. 3). In this dissertation though, personal narrative is defined as the telling of the
story of any significant part of one’s personal history.
And finally, meaning and meaning making are defined in this dissertation as the
cognitive and emotional understanding that one assigns to personal events, relationships
or feelings.
General Limitations Of The Study
In addition to the following general limitations. Chapter III of this dissertation
discusses the limitations associated with the design of the study and Chapter V discusses
the limitations that should be acknowledged when considering the results of this study.
Prior to those discussions though, it is important to note the following general limitations
as they apply to this study.
It is important to note that the scope of this study is limited to the United States
only. When references are made to culture, society, or social mores, it should be
assumed that the reference is to United States culture only and does not speak to the
experience of lesbians in other cultures. This is because lesbianism is in many ways a
culturally defined phenomenon and meanings around lesbianism are socially constructed
and therefore limited to the culture in which they are created. This is not to say that all
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people in the United States share one cultural identity - certainly not. Indeed, different
cultural groups within the United States have very different values about family,
parenting and lesbianism. An examination of these cultural variables as they apply to
lesbian non-mothers would be a timely and very interesting study. However, this
dissertation does not attempt to investigate these variables. This of course limits the
generalizability of the study. However, generalizability is not the goal in a qualitative
study such as this one. Rather, what is important is the amount of in-depth
understanding that is gained about the individual experiences of the women in the sample.
The study is also somewhat limited by the fact that my sample size is very small
and membership in that sample is intentionally restricted by age and geographic location.
This again limits the generalizability of the study as well as the ability to examine age and
geographic variables as they relate to lesbian non-motherhood. However, the limitations
that I placed on age and geographic location allowed me to focus on other individual
characteristics of the narrators without the interference of variables associated with age
and/or different geographic environments.
Furthermore, the racial and socioeconomic homogeneity of the lesbian
community in the greater Northampton area and the resultant homogeneity of my sample
prevented me from considering issues of race and class as they intersect with the issue of
lesbian non-motherhood. This represents another unfortunate limitation of this study and
one that should be addressed in future research.
Another potential limitation of this study is that the results are subject to
interviewer bias and the interviewer/narrator interaction effects that are inevitable in a
qualitative in-depth interview design. This may be especially true in light of the fact that I
was somewhat familiar with most of the narrators in this study. However, this familiarity
and the interaction I had with the narrators can also be seen as strengths of the study. In
other words, my interaction with the narrators and the fact that they trusted me, may have
helped to make them feel comfortable, thereby facilitating the narration of their stories.
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And finally, the review of literature in this dissertation is limited in that it
considers only the most recent literature (with a few exceptions) from approximately 1987
to the present. This is because the cultural experience of lesbianism has changed
dramatically and earlier works, although not obsolete, may be somewhat outdated. For
the most part therefore, they will not be individually reviewed, except in terms of
historical context.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Historical And Social Context - Lesbian Motherhood As A Volitional Choice
In order to better understand the experience of foregoing motherhood within the
context of a lesbian identity, it is important to place that experience within an historical
and social context. The need for lesbians to make decisions about motherhood is a
relatively new phenomenon. Historically, research on lesbian mothers has focused on
lesbians with children from prior heterosexual relationships. Only recently has the
literature addressed the issue of lesbians who are choosing to have children within the
context of a lesbian identity. This then raises the issue of lesbian motherhood as a
volitional choice. Why do lesbians now have this choice? What has made it possible?
This section will attempt to answer these questions by looking at developments that have
made it possible for lesbians to pursue motherhood. Although there may be other factors,
the discussion here will be limited to two important areas of development that have made
motherhood a more viable and volitional choice within the lesbian community. These two
areas are reproductive technological advancements in artificial insemination and changing
social mores.
Artificial Insemination
For the purposes of this paper, artificial insemination is defined as the procedure
by which a lesbian impregnates herself with the sperm of a known or unknown donor.
According to Pies (1985), this procedure is a simple one in which a woman obtains
semen from a private physician, sperm bank or donor and then “... places the semen into
her vagina using an eyedropper, diaphragm cup, turkey baster, or plastic syringe without
a needle” (p. 167).
Artificial insemination is perhaps the most obvious development which affords
lesbians a choice about motherhood. Lesser (1991) points out the historical significance
of this development.
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Today, the ability of Lesbians to have children through artificial insemination ...
marks a fundamental change in the possibilities within a lesbian identity. A lesbian
who comes of age with the knowledge that she has the option to have children
without a man is living in a world which is very different from the one inhabited by
a lesbian in the past, who knew that coming out entailed giving up the option to
mother, (p. 85)
Although many consider alternative insemination to be a recent development, it
was actually an ancient animal husbandry procedure first recorded in the Talmud;
suggesting the onset of its use in the third century A.D. (Hanmer as cited in Lewin,
1993). Artificial insemination with people, however, was first successfully administered
in Scotland in 1790 by anatomist and surgeon John Hunter (Corea as cited in Lewin,
1993). It wasn’t until 1884 though, that artificial insemination with sperm other than that
of one’s own husband became available to women (Langer as cited in Lewin, 1993). It
was at this time that the legal term for this procedure became “Artificial Insemination by
Donor” (Hitchens, 1985). The ability to freeze sperm was perfected in 1949 allowing for
expanded use of artificial insemination (Corea as cited in lewin, 1993). However,
according to Lewis (1979), it appears that lesbians did not pursue artificial insemination,
at least not in a sanctioned way, until the late 1970’s.
It is important to note here that this delayed onset of lesbian usage may be due in
part to the fact that artificial insemination has been historically controlled by physicians
who were in a position to make value based judgments about who was entitled to receive
artificial insemination (Lasker & Borg as cited in Lewin, 1993). In response to this,
some lesbians lobbied the medical establishment for the right to insemination
(Hanscombe, 1983), while others looked to more alternative means of insemination
(Bozett, 1987; Lewin, 1993; Pies, 1985).
According to Lewin (1993), lesbians have been successful in their attempts to
pursue alternative means; thereby avoiding the value based arena of physician controlled
insemination.

12

Despite these obstacles, the low tech nature of artificial insemination and the
existence of alternatives to established sperm banks have permitted women to
exercise some control over the procedure. At the same time that the women’s self
help movement and self-help gynecology were changing women’s views of their
reproductive options, women were beginning to circulate information about how to
achieve insemination outside the medical establishment, (p. 49)
This rejection of the medical establishment and its historical control over
insemination is also apparent in language as some authors prefer the term “alternative
fertilization” because “... it more closely describes a process of woman-controlled
conception than does that of ‘artificial insemination’ which refers primarily to a medical
procedure” (Pies, 1985, p. 167).
Currently, state laws vary from state to state about artificial insemination. Some
states consider insemination a felony if not done in the presence of a physician. In
others, physicians are allowed to inseminate married women only. Often though, there
are no restrictions placed on insemination regardless of marital status or sexual orientation
(Pies, 1985) and within the past few years, commercial sperm banks have become more
willing to inseminate single women and/or lesbians (Pies, 1987).
Other recent developments in lesbian artificial insemination include an increase in
the practice of using a known donor.
Within the past five years, the practice of using a known donor has increased.
Some lesbians want their children to know the biological father. Some even want
that person to have a role in the parenting relationship.... In some instances, lesbian
couples decide to use sperm from the brother of the woman who is not going to
become pregnant. This is done so the couple can create a situation in which both
women have a direct blood relationship to the child. (Pies, 1990 p. 148)
In the past, some lesbians have preferred their known donors to be homosexual
men (Pies, 1985; Weston, 1991). More recently, however, the AIDS epidemic and the
high infectivity rate among gay males have become important considerations for lesbians
in the choice of a donor (Bozett, 1987; Pies, 1990; Weston, 1991). According to Pies,
this has forced lesbians to increase their use of unknown donors and/or heterosexual
donors. It seems amiss that Pies does not point out that unknown donors and
heterosexual men are also capable of carrying the AIDS virus. Choosing these options
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over gay donors does not solve the problem nor does it necessarily decrease the risk of
HIV transmission. Lesbians, therefore, should consider every donor to be a potential
carrier of HIV disease as well as other sexually transmitted diseases and protect
themselves accordingly.
There are still many difficult issues involved with artificial insemination. These
£

include prohibitive expense, co-parent rights and donor paternity issues, but nonetheless,
as Lewin (1993) points out “... there can be little doubt that intentional motherhood
through donor insemination is becoming a common feature of life among lesbians” (p.
48). As this happens, it affects a change in the relationship between lesbians and the
concept of motherhood. Indeed, it signals a shift from intentional motherhood for
lesbians being somewhat of a moot point to more of a volitional choice.
Changes in Social Mores
In addition to increased accessibility to artificial insemination, the volitional nature
of lesbian motherhood has also been affected by the changing social mores of the larger
society in which lesbians live. These social mores, although difficult to measure, are
reflected in the academic literatures that study people’s attitudes and perceptions and in the
legal system that is charged with determining what is right and wrong within a cultural
context. Therefore, I will now briefly look at developments in the academic literature and
in the legal system that speak to subtle cultural shifts that have made motherhood a more
viable and volitional choice for lesbians.
The academic literature has seen a dramatic shift toward more attention being paid
to lesbian mothers. As Pollack (1987) points out, “Before 1970, lesbian mothers were
virtually invisible in the research on homosexuality, in the early research in Women’s
Studies and in the mothering research” (p. 316). Today, however, there is a growing
body of literature on lesbian mothers which in and of itself represents a shift in societal
perception and/or attitude. Koepke, Hare & Moran (1992) argue that the increase in
literature is in response to shifts in cultural and social mores.
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While homosexuality continues to be generally ignored as a subject for research, an
increasing number of family science researchers and practitioners are recognizing
the need to better understand qualities of lesbian relationships and parenting in
lesbian relationships. This change is due to new laws concerning post divorce
custody decisions when the mother is in a lesbian relationship, the increasingly
open nature of homosexual relationships, and a trend in alternative insemination that
is expected to substantially increase the number of lesbian families over the next
decade, (p. 224)
Lewin (1993) also speaks to the changing social mores when she describes the
developments that have taken place between 1977 when she began her research and 1993
when her book was published. “They have been years during which homosexuality
gained a public face - and an increasingly respectable one, at that - and lesbian
motherhood has become a far more visible phenomenon” (p. 2). She later adds:
On one level, [lesbian mothers] emergence into mainstream visibility points to the
growing pride and sense of entitlement and legitimacy that lesbian and gay people in
America have gained, as demonstrated by decreasing levels of secrecy and new
symbols of acceptance (p. 192).
Harevan (as cited in Laird, 1993) in the 1982 edition of a book entitled Normal
Family Processes, also points to shifts in social mores concerning “homosexual” families
and other alternative forms of family.
The more recent forms of alternative life styles have now become a part of the
official fiber of society, because they are now being tolerated much more than in the
past. In short, what we are witnessing is not a fragmentation of traditional family
patterns, but rather the emergence of a pluralism in family ways. (p. 462-463)
What is interesting to note about this passage, though, is that in the second edition
of Normal Family Processes, a whole chapter is devoted to gay and lesbian families. In
this chapter, Laird (1993) points out the progress that has taken place in society since the
1982 edition of the book. She writes, “Indeed 10 years ago, in the first edition of this
book, neither the word ‘gay’ nor ‘lesbian’ is mentioned in the index, and ‘homosexuality’
receives peripheral mention in one or two more chapters” (p. 282). She goes on to cite
Harevan’s work and to point out that lesbian and gay families are here to stay as part of
the pluralist society that Harevan envisioned.
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Strickland (1995) also speaks to the shifts in society and the documentation of
these shifts in the scholarly literature. She concludes, “The dramatic social and political
changes of the last quarter century are matched by the theoretical and empirical
psychological understandings emerging about gays and lesbians” (p. 137).
In addition to documenting shifts in attitude outside the lesbian community, the
literature also reports shifts in societal attitudes about motherhood within the lesbian
community.
This shift has also involved a heightened awareness and celebration of what are
taken to be the unique psychological and spiritual attributes of mothers, a shift
intrinsic to a growing acceptance of a cultural feminist stance in the wider lesbian
community and which has been influenced by the publication of books on
motherhood with a lesbian feminist slant. (Lewin, 1993, p. 2)
Having kids, being with kids, looking toward a new generation is part of being
human, and in one sense, I think the current public and publicized interest in having
babies is another way the lesbian feminist community has of stretching into a new¬
found sense of its rights to the full range of human and female experience.
(Clausen, 1987, p. 359)
The academic literature also marks shifts in feminist attitudes toward the political
correctness of motherhood. These shifts may provide lesbians with a sense of
permission to have children, thereby making motherhood a more volitional choice.
In 1970, feminist mothers, like all mothers were briefly on the defensive, and
ecstatic descriptions of mothering were themselves taboo. But now, since 1980,
we have apologized again and again for ever having uttered a callow, classist,
immature or narcissistic word against mothering. (Snitow, 1992, p. 10)
Having a baby is now an accepted activity in many lesbian-feminist circles, where
back then it was something you’d done when you were straight, like shaving your
legs or performing fellatio, only motherhood had longer-term consequences.
(Clausen, 1987, p. 335)
Further, we have experienced a shift in ideology from a view of mothering as a
natural aspect of feminine identity, to a derogation of mothering, and back again to a
romanticization of motherhood. (Lesser, 1991, p. 85)
Perhaps the most significant contribution the academic literature makes toward
documenting and supporting shifts in social mores, however, is in the information that
has been generated about the fitness of lesbian mothers. A significant body of research
has documented that lesbians are as good or better mothers than their heterosexual

16

counterparts and that the development of children bom into lesbian homes is normal
(Flaks, Ficher, Masterpasqua & Joseph, 1995; McClandish, 1987; Patterson, 1992;
Steckel, 1987). Certainly this research has not completely erased the homophobia in our
society and within lesbians themselves; but what effect has it had? One effect seems to be
the realization that gay and lesbian parenting research can now move away from this
pathologizing stance to a more positivistic frame (Flaks et al., 1995; Laird, 1993;
Patterson, 1992). It may also have an effect on the legal system as Flaks et al. (1995)
conclude in the following statement from their work. “These results, like those of prior
research, indicate that psychologically healthy children need not be raised by oppositesex, heterosexual parents, a conclusion with broad psychological and legal implications”
(p. 113). Polikoff (1987) also makes this connection between the academic literature and
its effect on the legal system in the following passage.
Given the realities that many lesbian mother custody cases are lost, that the legal
system is homophobic, and that court battles are long and expensive, the focus on
research that will help the lesbian parent in court is understandable. This research
has thus been largely a reaction - an attempt to answer the fears and myths
perpetuated by the very homophobic society we must now try to convince, (p. 319)
Certainly, the courts have historically not been kind to lesbian mothers and their
children (Goodman 1977; Hitchins, 1985; McClandish, 1987; Rivera, 1987; Sheppard,
1985). However, while the legal system remains a challenge and an obstacle to lesbians
in many ways, there appear to be some subtle shifts that are occurring in the favor of
lesbians. For example, in 1970, lesbian mothers won less than one percent of their
custody battles (McClandish, 1987) as compared with the more recent reports that lesbian
mothers now win a greater percentage of custody battles with estimates ranging from 15
percent (McClandish, 1987) to 45 percent (Sheppard, 1985). And while authors like
Rivera (1992) write of the obstacles and challenges of the legal system, they also offer
hope.
Certainly the battle is uphill. However, dramatic changes have occurred since the
first gay custody case was recorded until today, (p. 215)
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This pattern of cases would seem to suggest that in the future, as the rest of
America learns to deal with its gay citizens, gay custody cases will be decided more
on the merits of the case and less on homophobic responses, (p. 218)
Similarly, Polikoff (1987) writes of a case in San Francisco in which the
California Department of Social Services recommended that an adoption be granted to a
lesbian couple. “The proposed new birth certificate “... has mother and father crossed
out and instead reads parent one and parent two. For the first time, a court may confer
upon a lesbian couple the legal status of joint motherhood” (p. 325).
These landmark legal developments may also be reflective of the changes that
have occurred in the academic and professional literature of the governing bodies of
mental health professionals. For example, in 1977, the National Association of Social
Workers (NASW) delegate assembly passed a gay and lesbian rights bill that outlined the
NASW position in custody battles. Their position centered around the belief that sexual
orientation of the parent should not be a factor in custody decisions. The bill also
charged the social work profession and other similar groups with the ultimate
responsibility for the eradication of homophobia and discriminatory practices that affect
the lives of homosexual people (Goodman, 1977, p. 7).
Furthermore, the removal of homosexuality as a diagnostic category from the
American Psychiatric Association’s list of psychiatric disorders in 1974 forced mental
health professionals to reevaluate their understanding of sexual orientation (Iasenza,
1989). And in 1975, the American Psychological Association adopted a resolution
stating that, “homosexuality per se implies no impairment in judgment, stability,
reliability, or general social or vocational capabilities” (Conger as cited in Sang, 1989, p.
92). These changes in the professional mental health community have in turn affected the
legal system because mental health professionals have served as expert consultants and
therefore have had an impact on custody battles, legal precedents and legislative changes.
By pointing out these subtle shifts in social and cultural mores around lesbian
motherhood, I want to be sure to note that I am in no way negating the very real
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homophobia that still exists in our culture. Indeed, we need to remember that lesbians
have been disowned, fired, ridiculed, despised, stripped of their children, raped and
murdered because of their sexual orientation. I do not want to deny these tragedies, I
simply want to cite the shifts that have occurred in an effort to place the issue of lesbian
motherhood in both an historical and social contextual frame.
Summary
This section has provided a review of the literature that addresses the changes that
have taken place which have made motherhood a more viable and volitional choice for
lesbians. As pointed out, some of the most obvious changes have been the developments
in reproductive technology and the increased access that lesbians now have to artificial
insemination as well as the subtle shifts that have occurred in social mores as evidenced
by the academic literature and the legal system.
The question that remains is: Given this increased access to motherhood, why are
so many lesbians still choosing to forego motherhood? Or more specifically, what has the
literature revealed about the decision to forego motherhood, now that motherhood is a more
viable and volitional choice for lesbians? The next section reviews the available literature
that pertains to this question.
Factors Involved With The Decision To Forego Motherhood
Much of the sparse literature on the experience of foregoing motherhood
addresses the factors involved with the decision to forego motherhood. This section will
present a review of the available literature that speaks to these factors. Much of this work
comes from other bodies of literature that address lesbian mothers, lesbian identity and
heterosexual childless women. To date, there is no body of literature that exclusively
addresses the issues of lesbian non-mothers. What can be pulled together from available
bodies of literatures, however, seems to consist of three different tiers. The first tier is a
very limited body of scholarly research geared toward the academic and psychological
community (Crawford, 1987; Evans, 1990; Koepke, Hare & Moran, 1992; Lang, 1991;
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Lesser, 1991; Lewin, 1993; Pies, 1990). The second tier consists of works by
psychologists, social workers, therapists, lawyers and other scholars who for some
reason (perhaps homophobia or feminist ideology) have geared their work more toward
the lesbian community and society at large rather than the psychological community or the
ivory tower of academe. (Klepfisz, 1987; Martin, 1993; Pies, 1985, 1987; Polikoff,
1987). The third tier includes mostly lesbian authors who are in a sense finding their
own voice and writing from their own experience (Chase, 1992; De la Pena, 1992;
Felman, 1992; Hoagland & Penelope, 1988; Raffa, 1992). In this review, I will provide
an in depth review of Lesser (1991) because of its value as the only work that exclusively
studies a sample of lesbian non-mothers. In addition to this brief review of Lesser, I will
present the factors that emerge from other bodies of literature as important elements in the
decision to forego motherhood. In conclusion, I will provide some general comparative
observations about the childless heterosexual literature.
Review of Lesser
As stated above, there has been only one study (Lesser, 1991), thus far to focus
exclusively on the experience of lesbian non-mothers. Lesser’s work looked at a sample
of 15 lesbians between the ages of 36 and 47. She located her sample through gay
newsletters and through her own connections in the lesbian community. She does not
include a methodological section, so it is difficult to comment on the appropriateness of
this sample. Her gathering technique is similar to what others have called “snowball
sampling” (Krausz as cited in Morell, 1993, p. 153), but it is unclear just how
participants were selected in terms of demographics or qualifying factors. Lesser does let
us know that most of the women selected for the sample were white and that all had made
a decision to not have children. We are unfortunately told nothing about the parameters
of this decision in terms of selection for the study. For example, it might be helpful to
know how recently this decision had been made, whether it was made alone or in the
context of a relationship and whether it was considered voluntary or socially coerced.
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Lesser’s interviews were conducted either in person or over the phone.
Unfortunately, she does not articulate the differences in the results of the different
methods. This is unfortunate, as it might have proven useful in answering a number of
questions. For example, did the women feel more free to discuss intimate content with
the increased sense of anonymity that the phone provided or did they feel less connected
to the interviewer and thereby more restricted in their sharing? Was there non-verbal
information that Lesser was able to glean from face to face interviews that was missing
from the data collected over the phone? These are interesting questions that perhaps
Lesser considered to be beyond the scope of her study.
Lesser’s interviews consisted of the three general questions listed below.
1. When did you first start to think about whether or not to have children?
2. How did your thinking and feelings change between then and know?
3. Did gay-related issues influence your decision not to have children? (p. 87)
Based on their responses to these questions, Lesser divided the subjects into three
categories named: “No regrets” (n=5); “Unresolved bitterness, often without awareness”
(n=4); and “Varying degrees of regret and feelings of loss” (n=6) (p. 86). It is interesting
that Lesser chooses these categories which relate to the aftermath of the decision, because
her three general questions seem to pull more for the factors impacting the decision, rather
than the ramifications of that decision. In her discussion of group three, however, she
does address pre-decision factors. For this group, the most cited impacting factor was
homophobia and the hesitancy to bring a child into an identity of oppression.
Lesser concludes by discussing themes that had emerged from the interviews.
Only one of these themes has to do with pre-decision factors. This theme centers around
Lesser’s finding that women who have no negative feelings about their dislike of children
have the easiest time making the decision to forego motherhood. The remaining themes
have to do with loss and regret and other post decision factors.
Lesser’s work is valuable because it is the only work thus far to exclusively study
lesbian non-mothers and their experience with foregoing motherhood. However, it is
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disappointing for a number of reasons. Lesser does not ground her work in theory nor
does she consider it in the context of other available literature. In fact, she does not
provide a reference list nor does she include any citations in her text. Even though she is
one of the few women writing in this area to hold a Ph.D., her work on this issue seems
more directed to the popular press than to the scientific/psychological community.
Perhaps this is reflective of the topic at hand. Perhaps Lesser felt that it was more
appropriate to use alternative research and reporting styles with a group of people who
themselves are often considered alternative.
Homophobia
Lesser provides us with a good staring point in that we are made aware of some
of the factors that impact lesbians in their decision to forego motherhood. It is important,
however, to look at Lesser’s work within the context of the current literature as a whole
in order to get a more global sense of the different factors that have been found to impact
this decision. One such factor is homophobia; both internal and external.
Crawford (1987) points to internalized homophobia as an important factor in the
decision making process. According to her, lesbians should not be surprised or ashamed
to grapple with insecurities about their own entitlement to have children. She feels that it
is important to take these questions seriously, but to also realize that lesbians have been
successfully resolving these questions and assuming the role of motherhood for years.
She fails, however, to refer to the literature that has offered evidence that children are not
negatively affected by having a lesbian mother.
Martin (1993) provides an account of one lesbian’s experience with internalized
homophobia.
When I came out as a lesbian, I though that it meant I couldn’t have children. I put
it out of my mind. I just didn’t think about it. Getting close to a straight woman
and her little girl helped fill the void for awhile, but I just assumed I couldn’t have
my own children because I was a lesbian and I didn’t know there was any other
way. (p. 17)
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Other lesbians are aware of their option to have children, but externalized
homophobia is an important factor in whether or not they pursue that option as we can see
in the following statement made by a woman who felt that her identity as a lesbian would
be particularly difficult for a child.
For all the feminist thinking and feeling, when you think of it realistically: here I am
in my neighborhood with my lover...it’s not difficult for me to handle the reactions
of society because to some degree I’ve handled it all along, but a child can’t really
have a choice about these things and has less of an understanding about them.
(Lesser, 1991, p. 88)
Often, homophobia is the deciding factor for lesbians who choose to forego
motherhood as can be seen in the following statement. “We would like children, but are
fearful of the way society will treat them” (Koepke, Hare & Moran, 1992, p. 228). Here
we can see that the distinction between internalized and externalized homophobia can be
overlapping and a bit unclear. For while this statement seems to reflect externalized
homophobia, it could also be argued that this couple has internalized the homophobia of
society and allowed this to affect their decision to not have children.
The combination of externalized and internalized homophobia can be seen again in
the following passage.
Society has traditionally viewed lesbians in terms of their sexuality, rather than on
the basis of their particular personal qualities, skills and capabilities. Judgments
about their ability to be ‘good’ parents have been obscured by deep-seated prejudice
against and ignorance about homosexuality. It is as if sexuality is the yardstick by
which one’s skill as a potential parent is measured. As a result, there is a prevailing
societal attitude that lesbians would not be ‘good’ parents. Because of this lesbians
often believe they must be more than simply ‘ordinary’ mothers. (Schulenberg as
cited in Pies, 1990, p. 140)
Other Fears
In addition to homophobia, the literature addresses other issues of fear. One
important element of fear according to Pies (1985) is the fact that choosing not to parent is
an emotionally and politically charged issue within the lesbian community. Therefore,
many women have a hard time resolving their desire to remain childless. They may feel
that it is selfish and that they have no right to avoid the sacrifices associated with
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motherhood. Their decision may also lead to challenges from the community about their
desire to remain childless. Another fear for these women according to Pies is the fear of
choosing not to do something without a sense of what they are choosing. Pies feels that
it is important for these women to redirect their energies and thoughts into the avenues
that this decision opens up for them that they will pursue.
Klepfisz (1987) also writes of fear as a factor in the decision to remain childless.
The origin of this fear according to Klepfisz is the myths that we have been taught.
We are taught very early that blood relations, and only blood relations, can be a
perpetual, unfluctuating source of affection, can be the foolproof guarantee that we
will not be forgotten. This myth and many others surrounding the traditional
family, often make it both frightening and painful for women to think of themselves
as remaining childless, (p. 57)
Another fear addressed in the literature is the fear of isolation from lesbian
counterparts who are pursuing motherhood. Pies (1985) reports that much of the fear
associated with the decision to remain childless has to do with the fear of isolation from
lesbian counterparts, friends and lovers who are having children. Similarly, Felman
(1992) tells of her anguish over the rift in the lesbian community between mothers and
non-mothers.
Today, none of us have adapted well to the changes that the children have brought.
None of us including me. No matter how hard I tried, taking less and less with the
expectation that I unequivocally welcome my friend’s children into my life did not
work for me. My lack of complete adoration for their children did not work for my
friends.... So the women in my life that had children have found other women with
children. And me, what have I found? I have found haunting questions that I ask
myself over and over again: What does it mean to have rejected
Motherhood/Mothering so completely? Where does it leave me? Who understands
what I am trying to say? (p. 79-80)
Family Of Origin Issues
Family of origin experiences and issues also emerged in the literature as important
factors in the decision to forego motherhood. One woman in Lesser’s (1991) sample was
very clear about the way family of origin issues had affected her decision about
mothering. She said, “I am regretful that I wasn’t brought up to feel good about myself
and I had to spend time giving this to myself and not having a child” (p. 87).
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Family of origin factors were also important for another woman who felt guilty
about not carrying on the line of her father who had been killed in World War II. In
addition to this guilt, she also had to resolve some issues within herself. She eventually
realized that the only reason she wanted to have children was a desire to resolve the
dissatisfaction she had with her relationship with her own mother and the desire to
experience the things that she had wished for as a child. She eventually realized, “It is
not a child I wish to mother, it is myself’ (Klepfisz, 1987, p. 60).
Another woman felt overburdened with caretaking responsibilities as an eldest
child in a large family. She reflects, “I don’t think there was a time when I didn’t
understand what it would be like to be a parent. There was no room for thinking that
having children would be an easy job.... As a child and a teenager I couldn’t envision
having children of my own” (Chase, 1992, p. 70-71).
De la Pena (1992) also cites family of origin as an important factor in her decision
to forego motherhood. She had a severely retarded younger sister (Patty) and was
witness to her parent’s despair and the effects of her mother’s emotional numbing that
occurred at the time of the birth and continued throughout her own childhood. She
writes, “Through my lifelong experiences with Patty, I recognize that I lack the
perseverance and patience to raise any child, differently abled or not” (p. 59). It is
interesting to note that her heterosexual sister made the same decision; suggesting that this
childhood effect is not limited to the lesbian experience.
A woman interviewed by Lang (1991) also reported that family of origin
messages about motherhood had affected her decision to not have children. As a child
she had received the message from both her mother and her father that motherhood was
not very appealing. And her father gave her a very powerful message that raising
children was “dreary work” and that a career was much more important (p. 150). She
therefore decided to pursue a Ph.D. and become a professor in order to fulfill her father’s
expectation that she be “smart”, rather than a “dumb broad” (p. 150).
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Childhood abuse is also addressed in the literature as an important factor in the
decision to forego motherhood. For example, one woman made a childhood vow to
never have children when her sixth grade teacher informed her that people who were
abused as children grow up to abuse their own children. Upon hearing this, “... the
knowledge rang through [her] body: I am never having children” (Raffa, 1992, p. 19).
Freedom/Unwillingness To Sacrifice
Another factor in the decision to forego motherhood that is addressed by a number
of authors is the desire for freedom and/or the unwillingness to make sacrifices. Martin
(1993) writes of her experience with lesbians for whom, “The childfree life may appear
genuinely satisfying in many respects, and a lot of thinking has to go into whether or not
to trade all that freedom for the responsibilities of parenthood” (p. 18). Similarly, Pies
(1985) has found one of the most common feelings associated with the decision to forego
motherhood is a sense of relief that stems from allowing oneself to be freed from the
obligation of motherhood. Lesser (1991) reports a similar response from a woman who
“... wanted to be free to do all the things in [her] life and not have to worry about a child”
(p. 87). Lesser also includes the following response from a woman in her sample who
reported feeling grateful for the freedom that she had.
I come from a working-class background and I’ve seen women struggle raising
kids and tolerating men. I realized that there was no way I’d get myself in that spot.
I watched them have no sense of who they were or what they wanted. I feel very
privileged in this society that I’ve had time for myself, (p. 86)
Another woman acknowledged that “Parenting is the hardest job in the world....
I’m not willing to put in 18-21 years and then have some child of mine become ...
someone that wouldn’t be a productive member of their community” (Chase, 1992, p.
73).
Raffa (1992) addresses her unwillingness to make needed sacrifices when she
writes about her vow to forego motherhood for the sake of freedom. She was 31 when
she realized:
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I would have to be willing to spend one third of my income on daycare. I would
have to be willing to raise a son. I would have to be willing to put my writing,
political activism and other commitments on hold for a few years. I would have to
change my habit of doing a million things in one day from 6 am to midnight. I
would lose the freedom to say yes to anything that came my way. (p. 26).
Raffa’s vow is similar to the decision made early on by Felman (1992) to be an
artist - a decision that she feels precluded her from motherhood almost in the sense of a
calling.
Yes, it is true. I have chosen not to sacrifice myself, my vision of what is possible
for the world and my role in the process; I have chosen not to compromise and do
less in order to raise a child. I believe in my ability to make a difference. I believe
that I am a powerful person worthy of making a difference in my lifetime. And I
believe that raising a child would not expand my particular vision in the ways that I
want to expand. I have been able to authenticate myself without giving birth to
another human being, (p. 80)
Relationship Factors
Relationships are also addressed in the literature as important factors in the
decision to forego motherhood. Martin (1993) for example, cites an unwilling partner as
one of the factors that affects the decision to remain childless. And Lesser’s (1991)
sample includes a respondent who would not have children partly due to the fact that she
could never rely on the help of a partner because “lesbian relationships are too ephemeral
to count on the help of that” (p. 87). Evans (1990) also considers relationship factors in
the lives of childless couples. According to Evans, the most crucial task for non-mothers
is to reckon with issues of femininity and fertility in order that they may own the
“heightened vision” and powerful, creative energy associated with mothering (p. 49).
Evans believes that if these issues are not resolved, partners often engage in distorted
forms of mothering within the lesbian relationship.
The work of Koepke, Hare & Moran (1992) focuses on the comparison of lesbian
couples with children and those without children. The results of their study indicate that
lesbian couples with children scored significantly higher than childless lesbian couples on
relationship satisfaction measures. This finding may have important meaning for lesbian

27

couples who are hesitant to have children because of the fear of disrupting the quality of
their relationship; a fear which according to this study is unfounded.
Compulsory Motherhood And Compulsory Childlessness
Perhaps one of the most compelling issues associated with the factors involved in
foregoing motherhood is the notion of compulsory motherhood for women as it relates to
compulsory childlessness for lesbians. The literature seems to suggest that lesbians are
subject to the same compulsory motherhood pressure as their heterosexual counterparts,
while the issue of compulsory childlessness seems to be denied or ignored. For example,
Lesser (1991) paints the larger cultural landscape by pointing out that lesbians who
choose not to have children make this decision in a world that reveres women who
mother and disapproves of those who don’t. This is an important cultural backdrop, but
Lesser fails to fully color in the picture because she does not address the distinction
between the messages that heterosexual and lesbian women receive. While both live in a
society that lauds motherhood, it is usually only heterosexual women that are seen as fit
mothers (Dilapi, 1989). While our society disapproves of women who don’t have
children, does it not also disapprove of lesbians who do? This is an important question
that Lesser fails to consider; for while it is important to paint the larger cultural context
that lesbians live in as women, it is equally important to note how this context is altered
and sometimes negated by the overlay of a lesbian identity.
Crawford (1987) does a good job of articulating the historical difference between
the heterosexual struggle with compulsory motherhood versus the uniquely lesbian
struggle with compulsory childlessness. She finds it “... encouraging that lesbians no
longer assume that their life choice precludes them from mothering” (p. 195). But do
lesbians feel free to have children or are the homophobic forces behind compulsory
childlessness still at work in our society? This is an important question that warrants
further investigation.
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Polikoff (1987) argues that lesbians are not immune to the culture of compulsory
motherhood.
Are lesbians immune to the culture of compulsory motherhood? Of course not. We
were girls before we were aware lesbians, and we were raised by families that
expected us to become mothers. We read the same books and saw the same movies
as our heterosexual sisters. And today we live in the same world, one which
purports to value motherhood above anything else a woman can do. (p. 49)
While this is a valid point, Polikoff seems to deny the distinction between the
pressure for compulsory motherhood that women face and the contradictory pressure for
compulsory childlessness that lesbians face.
Lewin (1993) also denies the issue of compulsory childlessness when she
discusses the privilege afforded lesbians who choose to have children. She argues that
motherhood allows lesbians to claim membership to their status of women on the same
basis as heterosexual mothers. She goes on to add, “The otherness of childless lesbians
may be intensified not because they are lesbians but because they are not mothers” (p.
192). This statement seems unsupported and also seems to deny the very real existence
of homophobia in our culture. Homophobia is based on fear and it is this fear that forces
lesbians into the category of “other” in our society. It is hard to believe that by becoming
a mother, a lesbian is somehow freed of this oppression and no longer subject to the
forces of homophobia.
Klepfisz (1987) also talks about the issue of compulsory motherhood without any
distinction that this may not apply to lesbians in the same way that it does heterosexual
women.
But although we may understand that a woman has a right to remain childless, the
society in which we live still does not, and most of the time it is extremely difficult
to be a woman who is deliberately not a mother.” (p. 62)
Martin (1993) emphasizes the importance of rejecting compulsory motherhood
and the heterosexual societal assumption that the choice to not parent is immature, selfcentered or irresponsible. She goes on to say, “There is no virtue to becoming a parent.
It does not represent any greater achievement of mental health or adulthood. It is no more
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worthwhile than any other kind of life. It is simply the road you take if you want to take
it” (p. 17). This is certainly soothing information for lesbians who are choosing not to
parent, but what does Martin base this information on? Is it supported by theory or data
or is it merely opinion?
One source which does document the pressures of compulsory childlessness is
the literature of the separatist lesbian community which is strongly against motherhood
(Hoagland & Penelope, 1988). An interesting question is how lesbians react to this
pressure in light of the changing sociopolitical climate. Are the views of the separatist
community respected or are they considered extreme and therefore not respected by the
larger lesbian community?
An important area for further research, therefore, would be an exploration of the
environmental pressures that lesbians are currently experiencing. Is the literature an
accurate reflection of the compulsory motherhood pressures that lesbians are being
subjected to? Or have these authors been amiss in failing to recognize and report on the
pressures that lesbians receive to remain childless? Is there truly more of a sense of
pressure on them as women to have children? If so; then why do so few lesbians become
mothers? Is it because lesbians are also under pressure to remain childless? And where
is this pressure coming from - the homosexual community, the heterosexual community
or both?
Lack of Desire
Another factor that is revealed in the literature to have an effect on foregoing
motherhood is the simple lack of desire to be a mother. It seems that some lesbians
simply have never wanted to be mothers as we can see in the following narrative of a
lesbian interviewed by Lang (1991), “I never felt the emotional desire to physically bear
or have a child, and I view not having children as a joyous choice. I feel privileged to
have that choice ...” (p. 155). A similar sentiment is expressed in the following
narrative, also from Lang’s sample.
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Having children just never crossed my mind. It’s just never been part of my life. I
knew I didn’t want them early on, and in the lesbian communities in which I’ve
lived at different times of my life, most lesbians didn’t have them, at least not in my
generation, (p. 155)
And the following passage documents one lesbian’s reflection on her lack of
desire to be a mother after a hysterectomy that she underwent when she was 44 years old.
I was told that it was very natural to grieve when you lose the ability to have
children. I was surprised by the lack of feelings I had about it. I’m not sure it was
ever something that was very important to me. I never felt a biological clock
urgency. (Lang, 1991, p. 149)
Other Factors
Evans (1990) suggests that foregoing motherhood offers opportunities for growth
that often go unrecognized by lesbian non-mothers. She believes that the potential for
mothering is an issue that affects all lesbians. She writes:
Women possess a deep connection with fertility, if not in the physical realm then on
a spiritual and metaphorical level.... When mothering is recognized and understood
to be both part of and larger than the actual act of being a mother, this energy is
powerful and creative. To own this heightened vision the lesbian woman without a
child must individually reckon with what femininity really means to her, and how
she chooses to express her fertility. If this question gets bypassed or its importance
denied, a primary source of her development gets lost. (p. 49)
As mentioned earlier, Evans goes on to warn of the relationship hazards that can
occur if these issues are not paid attention to. She does not make suggestions about how
to reckon with these issues, but she does provide a case example that helps to illustrate
her point.
Pies (1985) offers additional information that is helpful in understanding the
lesbian experience around foregoing motherhood. While the majority of her book
contains information about post decision factors such as insemination, legal obstacles, co¬
parenting and support groups for parents, it also contains some valuable information
about pre-decision factors. According to Pies there are profound and significant
differences that make motherhood decisions very unique for lesbians. She writes:
Many women today are finding the parenthood question an increasing perplexing
one. For lesbians making this decision, however, there are several added
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dimensions which make this choice even more difficult and complicated. It is not a
simple, straight forward choice and the complexity of the concerns can be both
challenging and overwhelming, (p. xvi)
Pies explains that when lesbians consider parenthood, many enter the
consideration with the option of not parenting most in mind, while for others, it is the last
option they consider, but the one they ultimately choose. She goes on to explain that the
most common feelings associated with the decision to not parent are loss, relief and fear.
It is somewhat disappointing that Pies doesn’t offer more information about these issues
of loss, relief and fear in terms of how they impact the decision to forego motherhood. It
seems clear that most of her work has been done with women who are deciding to have
children and her book is more of a guide for them as they move toward motherhood and
beyond. Her attention to women who consider motherhood and then forego it seems to
be only minimal. And what about women who never even consider motherhood and are
sure that they do not want to have children? What could they tell us about the factors
impacting their certainty? Clearly Pies adds a great deal to the knowledge base about
lesbian mothers, but the lack of attention she pays to lesbian non-mothers points to how
many different ways there are to address this issue; how much we don’t know and how
much more work remains to be done.
General Comparative Observations Of The Literature On Childless Heterosexual Women
Another compelling aspect of the lesbian non-motherhood literature is the way in
which it compares to the available literature on the experience of intentionally childless
heterosexual women. An in-depth analysis of this question is beyond the scope of this
paper; however it may prove useful to provide the following general observations.
One notable observation is the difference between the percentage of heterosexual
women who are childless as compared to the much larger percentage of lesbians who are
childless as laid out in the introduction of this paper. A further distinction between the
two populations is that childlessness among heterosexual women seems to be on the rise
(Ambry, 1992; Morell, 1994; Rice 1989; US Bureau of the Census, 1988), while the
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number of childless lesbians may be experiencing a downsizing trend due to the increase
in lesbian mothering (Laird 1993). It is interesting to note here, that while the
heterosexual population can rely on accurate statistics form the U.S. Census Bureau, the
lesbian population has no such way to gather statistics about fertility. Indeed, lesbians
are invisible in the Census Bureau data, thereby making it difficult to chart trends and
most likely making it more difficult to gamer research dollars to investigate these trends.
This then, points to the need for more research money as well as more research on the
definition and measurement of fertility in the lesbian population.
One other difference in the literature is the issue of regrets about childlessness.
There is a substantial portion of the geriatric literature which is devoted to the later life
regrets of heterosexual childless women (Alexander, Rubinstein, Goodman & Luborsky,
1992; Rice, 1989). There is no such comparable literature concerning older lesbians
without children except for a brief mention in Lesser (1991) and Lang (1991). This may
simply be reflective of the lack of literature on childless lesbians overall. However, it
may also be that the cohort group of lesbians who have had options about motherhood
have not been around long enough to be followed longitudinally into later life. And
finally, this could again be reflective of homophobia and heterosexism in that lesbians
unfortunately tend to be defined by their sexuality alone and therefore tend to become
somewhat invisible in later life when sexuality is less of an issue.
Similarities between the two populations that are obvious in the literature include
the fact that heterosexual women, like their lesbian peers, are frustrated by the “wedge”
that occurs between them and the women in their community who do mother (Morell,
1994, p. 142). Also, both groups seem to suggest that for some women, motherhood is
not imperative or compulsory. Along these lines, it is interesting to note that a recent
study found that only 54% of the first pregnancies in their sample were planned (Genevie
& Margolies, 1987, p. 95). So, perhaps many heterosexual mothers are becoming
pregnant not intentionally or out of a sense of compulsion; but rather by accident.
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In terms of formative childhood factors, at least two authors concluded that these
factors are very important, but not the sole determinant of childlessness for heterosexual
women (Miller 1993; Morell, 1994). Morell, for example, concludes that early childhood
factors are central but not causative factors in the decision to forego motherhood. Is this
true for lesbians also? This is a very interesting question. However, it points out the
difficulty in comparing the experiences of these two populations. They are both groups
of women, but the overlay of sexual orientation makes it much like comparing apples and
oranges. It is difficult, therefore and somewhat heterosexist to attempt to generalize the
results of the heterosexual literature to the lesbian population. It would, however, be
helpful to draw distinctions between the two groups. Unfortunately this is made difficult
by the lack of literature currently available on lesbian non-mothers. It is like comparing
what is known about life on this planet to what is known about life on Mars. Again, this
points to the need for more research on the experience of foregoing motherhood within
the context of a lesbian identity.
Limitations Of Current Literature
This review has shown that there is very little information available about the
experience of foregoing motherhood within the context of a lesbian identity. As pointed
out earlier, the only work that exclusively addresses the experience of foregoing
motherhood is Lesser (1991). The rest of the information presented in this paper was
gleaned from other bodies of literature that address topics such as lesbian mothers,
lesbian identity and heterosexual childless women. Even when pulling from these other
sources, the resultant amount of applicable material is still quite small. Although a
detailed exploration of the reasons for this dearth of literature is beyond the scope of this
paper; it may be helpful to briefly explore some of the most plausible explanations.
One such explanation is that researchers are hesitant to pursue this research
because of the negative homophobic stigma attached to this topic. As Carlson (1985)
points out, “... the stigma of being connected with lesbian and gay male issues prevents
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qualified professionals from providing their expertise in research or training within most
institutions” (Carlson as cited in Sang, 1989, p. 95). Iasenza (1989) refers to this
negative stigma as “peer discouragement” and cites it as one of the major difficulties
associated with gay and lesbian research. Clearly, homophobic concerns are affecting the
quantity and quality of research being conducted about the lesbian population.
Another difficulty is with defining the parameters of the sample because there is
no standard way of defining sexual orientation (Iasenza, 1989; Shively et al., 1984).
And once the population is defined, there may be great difficulty in locating a sample.
This is due to many reasons, but one significant one is that there are safety and security
risks associated with “coming out” and identifying as a lesbian. Many lesbians,
therefore, may be unwilling to reveal their sexual orientation for the sake of research and
researchers with no connections to the lesbian community, may as a result, be faced with
a formidable challenge when attempting to locate a sample of the lesbian population.
Another plausible explanation for the lack of research on childless lesbians is the
fact that motherhood has only recently become a volitional choice for lesbians. Therefore
researchers may feel compelled to focus on the new phenomenon of the lesbian baby
boom, thereby ignoring the more status quo phenomenon of lesbians without children.
This may be reflective of the supply and demand aspects of research, but it may also be
reflective of a theoretical heterosexist and perhaps homophobic assumption that lesbians
should not bear and mother children. Certainly the lesbian mother literature has often
contained a pathological stance which seems to indicate an assumption that lesbians are
unfit mothers whose children will be harmed by their sexual orientation. As stated before
though, this assumption has not been upheld by research (Patterson, 1992). Perhaps past
research has been an attempt to document this assumption however, and therefore more
resources have been devoted to the study of lesbians with children rather than those
without children.
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Need For Further Research
Regardless of the reasons for the lack of literature, it is clear that there is a need
for more research about the experience of foregoing motherhood in the context of a
lesbian identity. For although the current literature provides an illumination of the lives of
lesbians and their experiences with foregoing motherhood; it leaves a number of
questions unanswered. In fact, the current literature is only a beginning; only a chaotic
smattering of very limited information. We need to ask more questions. We need to
know how lesbians organize and make sense of their experience with foregoing
motherhood. This dissertation is a beginning step in the investigation of these issues.
Hopefully additional research will soon augment this initial exploration.
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CHAPTER III
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
Introduction
This dissertation explores the meaning of the experience of foregoing motherhood
in the context of a lesbian identity. In order to explore this meaning, I chose a qualitative
research design consisting of in-depth phenomenological interviews with an emphasis on
personal narrative. In this chapter, I will explain my rationale for using this qualitative
design, address the limitations of the design, discuss sampling procedures, define the
sample of the study, discuss the interviewing format and instrumentation that I used, and
explain how the data was analyzed and interpreted.
Rationale For The Design Of The Study
As stated in Chapter I, a qualitative in-depth interview design was appropriate for
this study because of the lack of knowledge that currently exists about lesbian non¬
mothers, the political aspects of conducting research with an oppressed population and
the need for a design that seeks to generate and understand meaning rather than just gather
information. Following is a brief discussion of each of these elements.
State Of Knowledge
I chose a qualitative research design because of the very limited amount of
knowledge that currently exists about the experience of foregoing motherhood in the
context of a lesbian identity. There is currently no established theoretical base about
lesbian non-mothers that I was seeking to either confirm or deny with the data generated
in this study. Rather, I began with the data itself and then created categories of meaning
and noted thematic connections. In other words, I engaged in inductive rather than
deductive reasoning, and according to Locke, Spirduso & Silverman (1993), this is the
hallmark of qualitative rather than quantitative research methods.
My approach is also similar to the inductive mode of inquiry outlined by Lincoln
& Guba (1985). They write that, “Inductive analysis, on the other hand, begins not with
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theories or hypotheses but with the data themselves, from which theoretical categones
and relational propositions may be arrived at by inductive reasoning processes” (p. 333).
In summary then, a qualitative research design was deemed most appropriate for
this study because of the inductive reasoning that was called for due to the lack of
knowledge currently available about the experience of lesbian non-mothers.
Political Appropriateness
Political appropriateness was another reason for using a qualitative research
design with an emphasis on in-depth interviewing and personal narrative. Lesbian non¬
mothers represent a group that is not well understood by society partly because of a lack
of information, but also because of the obscuring effects of homophobia. By letting these
women tell their own story, the data is less likely to be influenced by heterosexist and
homophobic assumptions. Nor will it be forced to fit within the context of existing
heterosexist theory which does not pertain to the lesbian population.
Furthermore, this design is appropriate for the lesbian population because it
empowers them to feel in control of their own stories. This is especially important given
the harmful treatment that lesbians have historically endured in the scientific community.
One of the lessons that we have learned through our study of lesbian research is
that in the name of “science”, a group of people were labeled disturbed, despite the
fact that there was no evidence to substantiate this position. This realization has
lead many lesbians to approach research in a more questioning, open, and
egalitarian manner. For the time being, it also makes sense for lesbians to look at
themselves through their own eyes as opposed to looking at existing theoretical
models that are often sexist and homophobic. (Sang, 1989, p. 95)
The in-depth interviewing, personal narrative approach, therefore, was an
appropriate technique for use in this study of lesbian non-mothers because it is an open
and egalitarian approach that allows lesbians to look at themselves through their own
eyes.
Fit With The Purpose Of The Study
In addition to political appropriateness and a fit with the state of knowledge on
this topic, an in-depth interview design was also appropriate because of its fit with the

38

purpose of the study which was to learn more about the meaning that lesbians attach to
the experience of foregoing motherhood. Because I was looking to discover the meaning
that lesbian non-mothers attach to their experience, I could not rely on questionnaires or
other methods that simply gathered information. Rather, I needed an approach that
investigated and sought to understand not only information, but also meaning. In-depth
interviewing and narrative analysis represent just such as an approach.
Furthermore, I used an in-depth phenomenological approach in my interviews
because of the fact that lesbian non-mothers represent a phenomenological experience that
is not experienced by everyone and is often misunderstood and negatively judged because
of homophobic fears and prejudices. Sometimes, even lesbians themselves have
difficulty organizing and making sense of this part of their identity because of the lack of
information, role models and cultural sanctions available to them. By conducting indepth phenomenological interviews with meaning making as the level of focus; personal
narrative data was generated that could potentially aid in the development of a shared
consciousness that is currently lacking about this issue. This is because stories are the
“most simple form of meaning-creation and meaning-communication” (Von Eckartsberg
as cited in Hunnisett, 1986, p. 257).
This shared consciousness could potentially serve as a building block for a body
of knowledge about the experience of lesbian non-mothers. According to Daly (1978),
“Experience is the matrix out of which meaning evolves, from which we analyze our
social condition and develop feminist theory to describe and explain the condition of
being a woman” (Daly as cited in Hunnisett, 1986, p. 257). Adapting her reasoning
about the experience of women and feminism to the experience of lesbian non-mothers,
we can see that the experiences of the narrators in this study help us to analyze the social
conditions of a lesbian identity and to develop an understanding of the meaning that
lesbians attach to the experience of foregoing motherhood. This is in line with the
phenomenological precept that the individual’s subjective experience is a source of
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meaning and truth for others (Hunnisett, 1986), as well as the idea that phenomenology is
the science/art of meaning creation (Valle & King as cited in Hunnisett, 1986). In other
words, by asking lesbian non-mothers to tell their story, they not only constructed
meaning and truth for themselves, but also for me and for everyone with whom I share
the results of this study. This new learning is significant for a number of reasons, most
of which were laid out in Chapter I of this dissertation.
In summary then, the qualitative research design chosen for this study is
appropriate for a number of reasons. These reasons include political appropriateness in
terms of a sensitivity to the needs of the lesbian population, a good match with the state of
knowledge about lesbian non-mothers, and a fit with the study’s phenomenological
approach and focus on meaning making.
Limitations Of The Design Of The Study
Of course the use of qualitative research also has its shortcomings. For example,
it does not allow for anonymity of response and therefore can be subject to social
desirability effects. Also it could be argued that the trustworthiness of the data is
questionable because it is based on self report. However, it could also be argued that
narrators are less likely to misrepresent themselves or withhold information when there is
an atmosphere of established trust and rapport as there was in the interviews for this
study. Also, because the narrators had the opportunity to engage in an in-depth telling of
their story; it would have been easy for me to note discrepancies or non-verbals that
indicated questionable reporting. I did not note any such discrepancies with any of the
narrators in this study. Rather, I was acutely aware of their genuine interest, appropriate
affect, good eye contact, depth of responding and other non-verbals that consistently
indicated to me that they were telling me the truth as they knew and understood it in their
lives.
Furthermore, I would like to point out that although trustworthiness of data is
often an issue with qualitative research designs; there is also a danger in trying to meet
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traditional quantitative trustworthiness criteria in a non-quantitative study. This is
because unlike a quantitative study, which can compel one toward absolute
trustworthiness, a qualitative study operates

as an open system; no amount of

member checking, triangulation, persistent observation, auditing, or whatever can ever
compel; it can at best persuade” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 329).
Similarly, Riessman (1993) argues that“... traditional notions of reliability simply
do not apply to narrative studies, and validity must be radically reconceptualized ...” (p.
65). She goes on to say that “Validation, the process by which we make claims for the
trustworthiness of our interpretations, is the critical issue. ‘Trustworthiness’ not ‘Truth’
is a key semantic difference: The latter assumes an objective reality, whereas the former
moves the process into the social world” (p. 65). Reissman’s words are very appropriate
for this study because it is clear that when dealing with the subjective experience of
meaning making, we are not dealing with objective reality.
It appears obvious therefore, that there is no standard way of approaching the
issue of trustworthiness of data in qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985;
Riessman, 1993; Seidman, 1991). As Riessman (1993) points out, “There is no
canonical approach in interpretive work, no recipes and formulas, and different validation
procedures may be better suited to some research problems than to others” (p. 69).
However, even though there are no official “rules” about trustworthiness in qualitative
research, my reading on this issue convinced me that there were ways that I could address
the issue of trustworthiness of data in this study. First and foremost, I acknowledged the
fact that as an interviewer, I would have an effect on the process. Rather than try to
conceal this fact, I acknowledged that it played a part in this study and I did what I could
to minimize the effect that I had. This tact is supported by Seidman (1991) in the
following passage.
Although the interviewer can strive to have the meaning being made in the interview
as much a function of the participant’s reconstruction as possible, the interviewer
must nevertheless recognize that the meaning is, to some degree, a function of the
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participant’s interaction with the interviewer. Only by recognizing that interaction
and affirming its possibilities can interviewers use their skills ... to minimize the
distortion ... that can occur because of their role in the interview, (p. 16)
So although qualitative research is affected by the perspective and bias of the
interviewer, this effect can be accounted for and at least somewhat controlled. As Sang
(1989), points out, “Alternative researchers studying lesbian issues perceive research as a
cooperative effort between who is conducting the research and who is being studied”, but
they are also aware of the fact that “... their observations are colored by their own biases
and preconceived notions” (Sang, 1989, p. 94). Furthermore, Hunnisett (1986) stresses
the need for balance between creative or intuitive responses to the narrator and the self
discipline required to distance oneself enough to avoid the imposition of expectations and
assumptions onto the narrator. I feel confident that although I may have had some effect
on the process, it may have been a positive effect in that I had a good rapport with each of
the narrators and I distanced myself enough to allow them to tell their stories without the
interference of my expectations and/or assumptions.
In conclusion, I acknowledge that there are limitations and concerns associated
with qualitative research and in-depth interviewing. However, the benefits of employing
such a design in this study far outweighed the costs. For all of the reasons outlined
earlier in this chapter, I believe that the qualitative, in-depth interviewing approach used in
this study was an appropriate and very fitting method for investigating the experience of
foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity.
Sampling Procedures
Locating a sample from the lesbian population can be a difficult task because of
the fact that many lesbians may be unwilling to reveal their sexual orientation for the sake
of research. This unwillingness may stem from the safety and security risks associated
with “coming out” and identifying as a lesbian as well as the mistrust that lesbians have
about the academic and scientific research which has sought to pathologize them in the
past (Patterson, 1995; Sang, 1989). Researchers with no connections to the lesbian
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community therefore, are often faced with a formidable challenge when attempting to
locate a sample. I therefore needed to employ a method of sampling that was sensitive to
these issues.
For this reason, I used a method referred to as “snowball sampling” which has
been used by researchers to locate respondents from other low visibility groups (Krausz
as cited in Morell, 1993, p. 153). The snowball sampling technique is a network
approach which involves finding respondents through word of mouth and then asking
them for others in their network who meet the demographic criteria of the study that might
be willing to participate. This technique was especially helpful in gaining access to the
lesbian community because I was either known by the narrators or referred to them by
someone within the lesbian community and as a result; I was probably deemed as safer
and/or more trustworthy than an anonymous researcher.
This snowball sampling technique was combined with theoretical sampling.
Theoretical sampling is an approach that can be used in qualitative studies in which
random sampling is inappropriate. Instead of selecting participants who can be assumed
statistically to represent the wider population being studied, the researcher uses categories
generated by the research questions to define the criteria by which selections will be made
(Lewin, 1993). For this study, I used the categories of lesbian mother and non-mother as
they were defined in Chapter I of this dissertation.
I also used a specific age range and a limited geographic area as further criteria for
selecting my sample. I did this because I wanted to hold these factors somewhat constant
in an attempt to make other factors more obvious. For example, if older women were
included in the sample, I might have learned more about the sociopolitical climate of their
era that precluded them from pursuing motherhood; rather than anything significant about
them as individuals that caused them to forego motherhood. Similarly, the experience of
lesbians from more conservative geographic areas might tell me more about the political
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climate of those areas and the obstacle to motherhood that this climate represents; rather
than information about the individual lives of the lesbians from those areas.
Some might argue that this combination of snowball and theoretical sampling did
not produce a random sample for this study. However, I am clear that I did not intend to
produce a random sample. This is because I agree with the following excerpt from
Seidman (1991) that suggests that it is not appropriate to attempt to locate a random
sample in a qualitative interview design.
In interview studies, however, it is not possible to employ random sampling or
even a stratified random-sampling approach. Randomness is a statistical concept
that depends on a very large number of participants. True randomness would be
prohibitive in an in-depth interview study.... The job of an in-depth interviewer is
to go to such depth in the interviews that surface considerations of
representativeness and generalizability are replaced by a compelling evocation of an
individual’s experience, (p. 41-42)
I feel strongly, therefore that the combination of snowball and theoretical
sampling techniques used in this study resulted in an appropriate sample for the
investigation of the meaning that lesbians attach to the experience of foregoing
motherhood.
Sample
My sample consisted of two different groups of lesbians. Group I (NonMothers) consisted of five lesbians who had made a definitive decision to forego
motherhood. Group II (Mothers) consisted of five lesbians who had made a definitive
decision to pursue motherhood and at the time of the interview were either in the process
of pursuing pregnancy, currently pregnant or currently a mother. It may seem
inappropriate to include women who are pursuing motherhood in a study about the
meaning of the experience of foregoing motherhood. However, the inclusion of the
pursuing group actually shed much light on the corollary decision to forego motherhood
as will become obvious to readers of Chapters IV and V of this dissertation.
Demographic information about each of the individual narrators in the sample is
provided in Chapter IV of this dissertation. As a group though, the narrators had the
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following characteristics. The age range of the sample was from 26 to 34 years of age.
All sample members were currently living in or had recently moved from the greater
Northampton geographic area. Both single and coupled women were included in the
sample because I wanted to have the opportunity to note the effect of dyadic variables.
And finally, all members of the sample were white and middle to upper class. It is
important to note that although this homogeneity precluded me from considering issues
of race and class, it is somewhat representative of the lesbian community of the greater
Northampton area which is mostly white and middle to upper class.
Interview Format And Instrumentation
I used an in-depth interviewing technique to gather data in this study because it
allowed the narrators to tell their story and make meaning about their experiences for
themselves, for me and for those with whom I share the results of this study. Indeed, the
telling of stories or personal narratives is essentially a meaning-making process
(Hunnisett, 1986; Riessman, 1993; Seidman, 1991). The purpose of the interview,
therefore, was to provide a format for the telling of these stories, thereby fostering the
creation and sharing of meaning. As Seidman (1991) puts it:
The purpose of in-depth interviewing is not to get answers to questions, nor to test
hypotheses, and not to “evaluate” as the term is normally used.... At the root of indepth interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience of other people and
the meaning they make of that experience, (p. 3)
The development of the instrument to achieve this purpose was a difficult
undertaking because there had to be enough flexibility to allow for the “emergent” nature
of qualitative research, but there also had to be enough structure to avoid “undisciplined
and haphazard ‘poking around’” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 251). And although
quantitative research would call for a precise instrument to be designed before the inquiry
begins, qualitative researchers tend to prefer less structure and many advocate the use of
an interview guide rather than an interviewing instrument or questionnaire (Lincoln &
Guba 1985; Merton, Fiske & Kendall, 1990; Riessman, 1993). I chose to use an
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interview guide with broad open-ended questions that allowed for flexibility, but also
included enough follow-up questions to provide the structure that I needed to maintain the
focus of the interview.
Prior to finalizing the guide for the interviews, I field tested it in two pilot
interviews. The interview guide remained essentially unchanged after the revisions I
made following the first pilot interview. I ended up including the second pilot interview
as part of my sample because of the provocative and very insightful information that was
generated during the interview. The initial pilot interview was not used in the study. It
was, however, very helpful in the process of finalizing the interview guide and also in
allowing me to practice my interview skills and improve my proficiency with the technical
equipment that I used to record the interviews.
The interview guide that I constructed closely resembled the interview guide
specifications of Riessman (1993). Riessman advises using an interview guide with five
to seven broad questions about the topic of inquiry, supplemented by probe questions.
She also advocates the use of open-ended questions as well as closed-ended items for
information such as demographics or dates. My interview guide consisted of seven
general areas of inquiry each with numerous probe and follow-up questions. (See
Appendix C)
Part One of the interview consisted of closed-ended questions of a demographic
nature. I recorded the narrators responses to these questions on a separate narrator
information sheet. (See Appendix B) I also constructed an informal family of origin
genogram during this part of the interview. This proved to be very useful in mapping out
and remembering names and relationships that were important to the narrators. Part Two
of the interview established the context of the experience of foregoing motherhood by
asking about family of origin experiences and exploring the messages that the narrators
received about motherhood and homosexuality. In Part Three, I asked the narrators to tell
me the process by which they came to identify themselves as lesbian. Part Four
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addressed the decision making process that the narrators went through around the issue of
motherhood. Part Five explored the systemic influences that had an effect on this
decision and Part six investigated the meaning that the issue of motherhood had for the
narrators both now and in the future. Part Seven concluded the interview with an
emphasis on closure. In this part, narrators were encouraged to ask questions, to discuss
things they had not yet had the opportunity to share and to voice any concerns that might
have arisen for them during the interview. This closure part of the interview also
reviewed issues of confidentiality and the nature of reporting that I would be doing in the
dissertation and in subsequent publications. I recorded parts two through seven of the
interviews and later had the interviews transcribed verbatim by a professional
transcriptionist.
The development of this interview guide and format was based in part, on the
work of Seidman (1991) who uses a three interview series with a focus for each of the
three interviews. Interview I establishes the context of the participant’s experience and
consists of a focused life history. Interview II focuses on the details of the experience in
the topic area of study and Interview III asks the participant to reflect on the meaning this
experience has had for them. I chose to use only one interview in which I incorporated
these three elements of Seidman’s three interview approach.
By using this guided interview format for the interviews, I was be able to allow
the narrator enough “space” for their story to emerge, but I also maintained a certain level
of focus in the interviews. This balance seemed to help generate data that was applicable
to the research questions under investigation.
And finally, I am aware that much of the information shared in these interviews
was of a sensitive nature. I am also aware, however, that my clinical skills in
establishing rapport, giving unconditional positive regard, listening, asking questions and
assessing comfort level were key components of the interview process. In addition to
using my skills in this way, I also encouraged narrators to pass on any question that they
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were not comfortable with, to take breaks whenever they needed to and to end the
interview at any time that they felt the need to do so. Fortunately, all of the interviews
seemed to be a positive experience for both me and the narrators. However, I believe it
was important to have these preparations and considerations in place, especially given the
sensitive nature of the information being shared in the interviews.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
As I mentioned before, I recorded each of the interviews and had them
professionally transcribed. I then transferred the transcriptions onto my computer so that
I could easily manipulate, analyze and interpret the data. My interpreting and data
analysis procedures closely followed the constant comparison method first developed by
Glaser and Strauss (1967) and later refined by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Goetz and
LeCompte (1981) provide a good summary of this method.
This strategy combines inductive category coding with a simultaneous comparison
of all social incidents observed. As social phenomenon are recorded and classified,
they also are compared across categories. Thus, the discovery of relationships, that
is, hypothesis generation, begins with the analysis of initial observations,
undergoes continuous refinement throughout the data collection and analysis
process and continuously feeds back into the process of category coding. As events
are constantly compared with previous events, new typological dimensions, as well
as new relationships, may be discovered. (As cited in Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p.
335)
In addition to the constant comparison method, I was guided by the strategies
outlined in Seidman’s (1991) method of studying and reducing text, making thematic
connections and interpreting and analyzing the material. Seidman’s summary of this
method is also a good summary of the procedure used in my study.
A more conventional way of presenting interview data is to organize excerpts from
the transcripts into categories, The researcher then searches for patterns and
connections among the excerpts within those categories and for connections
between the various categories that might be called themes, (p. 99)
This approach described by Seidman (1991) is basically what I did as the first
step in analyzing and interpreting the data generated by the interviews. I read through
each of the transcripts and got an overall sense of where and how the information in each
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of the interviews “hung together” - almost like a qualitative version of factor analysis. I
then went back to each individual transcript and began to pull out excerpts that related to
the common themes that the narrations seemed to cluster around. Once the excerpts were
compiled into these thematic categories, I then further categorized each of the themes into
sub-themes. Once that was done, I noted between and within group similarities and
differences in each category and sub-theme. And finally, I explored the meaning of these
similarities and variations, compared them to the findings of other research and outlined
the practical and research implications associated with them.
An example is helpful in illustrating this process. Therefore, by way of example,
I will outline step by step how I analyzed and interpreted a portion of the material
generated by the study. As I read through the transcripts, I noticed that many of the
narrators had talked about the future and the meaning that the future held for them. Once
I noticed this theme, I went back and pulled out all excerpts that related to the future. I
then went through this compilation of excerpts and noticed that there were three distinct
sub-themes within these excerpts that talked about the future. So, I then created the three
sub-themes of hopes/fears for the future; family in the future; and identity in the future. I
was then able to look at the three sub-themes and note the between and within group
variability and similarity that was obvious for the mother and non-mother groups on each
of the three sub-themes and in terms of the overall category of “the future”. For example,
I noticed that the mother group had devoted much more time and energy to thinking about
each of the three sub-themes and that they, as a group, had a much clearer sense of who
they would be in the future, who their family would be and what their hopes and fears
were. I further noted that the non-mother’s fears were mostly about themselves as
compared to the mothers, whose fears were more about their children. I then compared
these findings to the research already available on this topic. And finally, I outlined the
practical and research implications of these findings. Of course, each category is a little

49

bit different, but this example provides a general outline of the process I used to analyze
and interpret the vast amount of information generated in each of the interviews.
The themes that I was able to pull out from the interviews are represented by the
categories and sub-themes outlined in Chapter IV of this dissertation. As Seidman (1991)
points out, this was tricky work as I had to be ever mindful of the temptation to force the
experiences of the narrators into thematic wholes.
The process of working with excerpts from participant’s interviews, making
connections among them, and building interpretive categories is demanding and
involves risks. The danger is that the researcher will try to force the excerpts into
categories and the categories into themes that he or she already has in mind rather
than let them develop from the experiences of participants as represented in the
interviews. The reason one spends so much time with participants is to find out
what their experience is and the meaning they make of it, and then to make
connections among the experiences of people who share the same structure, (p.
101)
So although no interpretation of data can be completely bias-free, an attempt was
made in this study to be as objective as possible when creating categories and sub-themes
and when analyzing the data. I wanted to keep the focus of the study on the meaning
making of the narrators, rather than on my interpretation or judgment of that meaning.
Whenever possible therefore, I have allowed the words of the narrators to speak for
themselves. In so doing, it is hopefully their meaning that is revealed as truth; rather than
my own.
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CHAPTER IV
PRESENTATION OF RESULTS
General Findings And Observations
Finally, the goal of the process is to understand how our participants understand
and make meaning of their experience. If the interview structure works to allow
them to make sense of themselves as well as to the interviewer, then it has gone a
long way toward validity. (Seidman, 1991, p. 17)
The results of this study indicate that participants were able to make sense of
themselves as lesbian mothers and non-mothers and that they were also able to make
sense of themselves to me as the interviewer. In fact, I felt as though these women were
giving me the gift of themselves in narrated form. I felt this because they were open,
thoughtful and thoroughly engaged with the process of the interview and because they
shared with me some of the most intimate details of their lives and the meaning they
associate with these parts of themselves. Furthermore, I enjoyed a good rapport with
each of these women throughout the interview and in the end I felt a strong bond with
each of them. It is my guess that this bond stemmed from the sharing of such an intense
experience as the interviews proved to be.
The interviews were long, intense, powerful and emotional. At times, the
information was difficult to hear and hold onto; like one narrator’s telling of the time her
father burned her siblings to teach them a lesson about playing with matches. At other
times, the story was one of such happiness, that it brought laughter and a sense of
pleasure to the interview.
The narrator’s comments, body language, eye contact, unwavering energy and
appropriately displayed affect convinced me that they were engaged in and comfortable
with the interview process. I felt that they were doing their best to relay the truth to me as
they best knew and understood it. I also sensed that these women were searching for
meaning as they talked. In so doing, they seemed to be learning about themselves and
making meaning in new ways. This burgeoning self understanding and initial meaning

51

making can be seen in the following excerpts from the interviews. (I = Interviewer,

ITALIC - Non-mothers, STANDARD = Mothers)
ELLA: So I mean just talking to you helps me, you know with that, but also with
understanding my decisions more so. You know, well, why is it that I say, "Kids,
I don't want 'em." You know, so, but why is that? So I mean that's definitely, I
mean as far as the intellectual part, that helps me out.

DEB:l don't know, [pause] Maybe, maybe I'll be all alone one day. [pause] I,
really, this is the first time I ever really thought about it.

ELLA: Actually, I've never ever thought about it until you just said that just now.
CATHY: Boy, this is unbelievable. When you ask me questions, I can recall so
many different things.
TONI: I wonder if, I was just wondering this right now, if part of it is because...

ANN: And, um, um, so, wow! This is bringing back a lot of memories.
ELLA: I mean it [talking in the interview] just, it only helps me deal with things I
think better [sic], you know, just about who I am, what I've experienced.
As these quotes reveal, many of the narrators were learning new information
about themselves and thinking about some of these issues for the first time. At other
times, it was obvious that the narrators were sharing a level of understanding that they
had always known or had at least had understood about themselves for a very long time.
These well worn meanings as well as the relatively new insights that the narrators shared
during the interviews will be obvious throughout the excerpts provided in this chapter.
Most narrators were very verbal and gave their responses in the form of an
unfolding story. They would think and formulate while speaking; all the while gaining
new insight and adding more to the answer. A couple of narrators, however, were much
less verbal and had more trouble articulating detailed responses. An example of this
difficulty can be seen in the following excerpt.
I: What was it like growing up? If you were going to tell a friend what it was like for
you growing up in your house with your family, what are some of the things you
would say?
BETTY: Hmmm, what's an example?
I: Well you could talk about your relationship with each of these people [points to
genogram]. What was your relationship like with each of these people?
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BETTY: Urn, my relationship with my father was pretty distant. Urn, my sister and I
fought a lot. And my mom and I [pause] never talked.
This is probably the most extreme example and even this narrator acclimated to the
process and was better able to give in-depth responses as the interview continued. There
were nonetheless, marked differences with personal narrative proclivity between the
majority of narrators who responded to questions with a flurry of detail, emotion and
lengthy response and the minority of narrators who were less able to do so. It was not
clear why this was the case. However, I would suppose that it has something to do with
personal relating style or even cognitive processing style. It might also be a reflection of
the amount of prior thinking about these issues that narrators had done or the comfort
level that they felt about the particular issue they were being asked to discuss.
One result that I had not anticipated was how provocative the stories of the lesbian
mothers would be. They were able to shed much light on the issue of non-mothering as I
had expected; but I was also constantly aware of how much these women had to share
about their own experience as lesbian mothers. Even though the literature is quite
abundant on this topic; the results of this study indicate that a phenomenological in-depth
investigation of the experience of lesbian mothers is warranted and would certainly add
richness and depth to the understanding that the current research has provided us with. It
was also obvious at times that these mothers had, out of necessity in some cases, done a
lot of processing around these issues either with themselves or with their partner; while
for many non-mothers, this had been somewhat of a non-issue which had therefore not
been processed at the same level. This notion is supported by the fact that most of the
preceding quotes about new insights being developed during the interview were made by
non-mothers rather than mothers. This suggests that perhaps mothers had thought more
about these issues and developed much of their insight prior to the interview, while non¬
mothers were processing some of these issues for the first time.
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Another general result that is important to note is the fact that Part Five of the
interview which asks about the systemic influences that had meaning for the narrators
proved to not be as effective as the other sections in eliciting information. In retrospect, I
can see that in most cases, narrators had already alluded to these influences and talked
about them in great length in response to other questions and might have therefore felt
disinclined to talk about them again. However, it also seemed that much of the meaning
that these women attach to the experience of motherhood is related to internal mechanisms
such as intuition, a “gut” feeling, an internal predilection, a meaningful memory,
internalized homophobia or an internal sense of self. They might have therefore been
somewhat at a loss to talk about the more external systemic influences that had meaning
for them in relation to the issue of motherhood.
In addition, it also seemed as though the mothers were better able to respond to
the questions in Part Five than the non-mothers because they were able to talk about all of
the systemic influences that interact with motherhood as a construct in our culture.
Conversely, the non-mothers might have generated less meaning around systemic
influences and therefore had less to say because our culture does not speak as loudly to
the “non-issue” of lesbian non-mothers. This will be explained in greater detail in
Chapter V of this dissertation.
And finally, the last general result that I want to share is the fact that nearly all
participants expressed great interest, not only in their own interview, but in the study as a
whole. Most narrators asked questions about the study; some reported feeling “honored”
to be in the study and nearly all expressed a desire to read the final product. Some of
their comments follow. (ITALIC = Non-mothers, STANDARD = Mothers)
ROSE: I mean I think what you're doing is really valuable, I think it's, you know,
this is how information is, is gathered, and someone has to do the work. I'm so
tired of getting on the Medline to do a search saying, "Of course, someone must
have looked at this," and nobody has, especially around gay and lesbian issues, all
that stuff. So I think it's real valuable and I want to contribute. I have a drive to
contribute, and I value what you're doing, and I know that to do it well, for you to
have accurate information, you know, my honesty is important.
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ZORA: I mean I'm curious to see what, what you put together.
VAL: I guess the only thing I'd like to say is I'd be interested, if you ever do, you
know, come out with a, host an article or something. I'd love to see it someday.
You know, we'd love to see what came out of it.
ELLA: Well, I definitely want to see what this looks like. I'm interested to see what
you come up with.
In summary, all of the narrators were open, highly engaged in the interview
process and very invested in their contribution to this study. And even though some
narrators were more verbal than others; they all searched their life stories for meaning and
willingly handed me that meaning while occasionally gaining new insight and
understanding for themselves. It was obvious that they wanted to talk about the meaning
they have made and continue to make around the issue of foregoing or pursuing
motherhood and it was clear that they feel it is important and timely to explore this issue
in their own lives as well as in the lesbian community as a whole. In short, my
experience with the interview process reaffirmed my interest in this topic and
strengthened my conviction that this study is a much needed contribution to the available
literature on the lesbian experience.
Narrators
In an effort to make the narrators more real, I will present demographic
information about them in this section. It should be noted that the information I have
chosen to share about these narrators is most likely different than the traditional
participant biographical information provided in other studies. This is because of the
nature of the lesbian community. All of the narrators in this study are from the local
lesbian community which is very small and in some cases intimately connected. It is very
important, therefore, that I carefully consider issues of confidentiality when providing
information about these narrators. For this reason, I have provided only the information
that is necessary for an understanding of the excerpts from the interviews and an
understanding of who each narrator is in relation to the issue of motherhood.
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Non-Mothers
ANN is a 29 year old paraprofessional who has never had a desire to have children.
She relates this in part to her experiences with her family of origin in which it was
obvious that children were a burden. She does not feel that her lesbian identity has much
to do with her decision. She does wonder, however, what effect a partner would have on
her decision. Ann is single, but she would like to be in a partnered relationship.
BETTY is a 34 year old professional who has never had a desire to have children and
who feels that her lesbian identity has nothing to do with her decision to forego
motherhood. She does not feel confident in her ability as a mother and would not want to
be burdened with a child. She is in a committed relationship with a life partner.
CATHY is a 34 year old professional who was single at the time of the interview but has
recently begun a relationship. She has a desire to pursue motherhood, but has made a
firm decision to forego motherhood because she believes that it is wrong for lesbians to
have children. Much of her decision revolves around her family of origin whom she has
immense respect for and is very close to. She believes that her family judges
homosexuality in a very negative way and she has therefore not revealed her sexual
orientation to them.
DEB is a 26 year old professional who has never had a desire to have children. She
describes herself as too “selfish” to be a mother and feels that her lesbian identity is not a
factor in her decision to forego motherhood. She is in a committed relationship with a life
partner. She is close with her family of origin and is currently struggling with coming
out to them as a lesbian.
ELLA is a 26 year old graduate student. (She turned 26 just nine days after her
interview, so I have considered her as if she was 26 years old at the time of the
interview.) She has never had a desire to have children. Ella is very close with her
parents whom have accepted her as a lesbian. She wonders if her lack of desire to have
children is connected to her lack of comfort with female gender roles or to the negative
experience she had caring for pets or whether it is an innate characteristic. She does not
feel that it has much to do with her lesbian identity. Ella is currently single, although at
the time of the interview she had recently begun dating someone.
Mothers
ROSE is a 33 year old professional who needed to work on her internalized homophobia
and her relationship with her family of origin in order to be able to pursue motherhood.
Her life partner, who will be the biological mother (through artificial insemination) of
their first child, was ready to pursue motherhood earlier than Rose, but was supportive of
the process that Rose needed to go through. Rose also plans on being a biological mother
as well as an adoptive and foster mother. She feels resentful that she had to go through
such a long process in order to be able to pursue motherhood because it delayed her and
her partner’s attempts to have children and they are now experiencing infertility problems.
SUE is a 30 year old professional in a committed relationship with the biological mother
of her son who was six months old at the time of the interview. Sue never had a desire to
have children and did not plan on being a mother until she met her current partner. In this
relationship, she was able to make conceptual shifts about motherhood and herself as a
mother which eventually enabled her to pursue motherhood as a co-mother. She feels
that she was able to pursue motherhood as a co-mother in this lesbian relationship, but
would not have pursued it in a heterosexual relationship or as a biological mother in a
lesbian relationship.
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TONI is a 28 year old professional who is in a long term committed relationship with her
life partner. She is the biological mother of an infant son. She describes having an
absolute maternal need to have children. She always knew she would have children and
this feeling did not waver when she discovered that she was a lesbian. She feels very
strongly that she and her partner will be good parents and she has many hopes and
dreams for them as a family. Toni plans to have one more child, also through artificial
insemination by an unknown donor.
VAL is a 34 year old professional who has two children with her life partner. They are
each the biological mother (through artificial insemination) of one of the children. Val
hadn’t always planned on having children, but when she realized it was possible, she had
a strong desire to be a mother. Val felt that it was important to have a good partner
relationship in order to pursue motherhood and she currently works to maintain the health
and intimacy of her relationship with her partner.
ZORA is a 34 year old professional who shortly after the time of the interview began to
inseminate in an attempt to get pregnant and is now currently pregnant. She is in a
committed relationship with a partner who does not want to be a biological mother, but
has a strong desire to be a co-mother. Zora’s desire to be a mother has fluctuated in the
past for several reasons, but she has had a consistent strong desire to have children for a
number of years now. She has struggled with family of origin and abuse issues, but has
made a decision that these issues will not keep her from pursuing motherhood. She is
very excited about pursuing motherhood and she hoped very strongly during the
interview that she would be able to conceive.
Introduction To Results
In a qualitative study such as this one in which structure is limited enough to
allow phenomenological meaning to emerge, results seem to unveil themselves slowly
and amid great suspense. Of course, no single understanding or meaning about the
experience of pursuing or foregoing motherhood emerged in the interviews. Rather, a
composite of different meanings emerged that provided a sense of the individual lives of
the lesbian narrators in the study. The resultant data from this composite is rich with
much information on lesbian identity development, dyadic relationships in the lesbian
community, family of origin issues for lesbians, internalized homophobia, coming out in
American society, the lesbian life cycle etc. However, for the purposes of this
dissertation, the data will be viewed in light of the proposed research question: “What is
the meaning of the experience of foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian
identity?”. It is the focus on this question that serves as the lens through which these
results will be viewed, interpreted and analyzed.
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In order to answer such a broad and as yet unexplored question, it was necessary
to ask many comprehensive, open ended questions that would allow the narrators to
explore and reveal the meaning that this issue has for them. As a result, the interview
yielded a great deal of data about each narrator. By reviewing this data, I was able to see
that these lesbian mothers and non-mothers understand themselves and make meaning of
their experience with the issue of motherhood on a number of different levels. The tricky
part was to put the data together in a way that had some sort of composite meaning, but
did not completely lose the personal narrative aspect of the individual interviews. In
order to achieve a composite understanding of the data, I organized the interview
responses into the different categories and sub-themes of meaning that the majority of
responses seemed to cluster around. And in an effort to maintain a sense of the personal
narrative, I provided in the results section, nearly all of the excerpts that spoke to the
particular sub-theme of meaning under consideration in each category.
A more traditional method of disseminating results might be to give a limited
number of illustrative excerpts for each sub-theme. However, I feel that an in-depth
phenomenological study such as this one calls for a detailed, in-depth presentation of
findings. Failure to provide these findings in the form of narrator responses would
prevent the true nature of the conglomerate of personal narratives to emerge in an
authentic way. In addition, providing more responses addresses the issue of
trustworthiness of the data in qualitative reporting in that it enables the reader to see how
and where results and observations were obtained from the data (Riessman, 1993).
Furthermore, by presenting nearly all of the excerpts that relate to each sub-theme,
readers are not only privy to the observations and conclusions that I reach, but also
somewhat enabled to generate their own. This, in turn, fits with one of the stated goals
of this study; which is for it to serve as a launching pad for further research and writing
on the issue of lesbian non-mothers.
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Categories And Subthemes
The main categories around which meaning seemed to cluster for the narrators in
terms of understanding and making sense of their experience with the issue of
motherhood are as follows.
1. Self Perception and Understanding of Self
-How does the narrator’s own sense of self have meaning in
relation to the issue of motherhood?
2. Self as a Lesbian
-How does the narrator make meaning about the ways in which
her lesbian identity interfaces with the issue of motherhood?
3. Self in Relation to Others
-In what ways do other people have meaning for the narrator
around the issue of motherhood?
4. Self in Relation to the Decision to Pursue or Forego Motherhood
-In what ways does the narrator make meaning about the actual
decision to forego or pursue motherhood?
5. Self in the Future
-In what ways does the future have meaning for the narrator
around the issue of motherhood?
Of course there is much overlap between categories as they are not mutually
exclusive. At times therefore, a response may be categorized in more than one way. For
the most part though, an attempt was made to classify responses according to the category
of meaning that they most directly pertained to.
Furthermore, because of the fact that we are dealing here with the meaning
making of individuals; all of the categories are based on the self. The distinctions
between the categories, therefore, are based on how I saw the responses of the 10
narrators clustering together. It is important to note that all of the categories relate to self
perception and understanding, however categories two through five are particular aspects
of that self understanding and perception. For example, lesbian identity is certainly a
component of self understanding. However, the narrators spoke about lesbian identity so
much that I felt a separate category was needed to adequately address the meaning that
lesbian identity has for these women. This in no way implies that these aspects of
identity are separate and unrelated to each other. On the contrary, they are inextricably
woven in many ways. However, for the purposes of this study, lesbian identity will be
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explored as a separate category of meaning as will the concepts of self in the future, self
in relation to others and self in relation to the decision to forego or pursue motherhood.
Results
In this section, I will further define each of the five categories and their sub¬
themes and then provide the bulk of the excerpts that constitute each sub-theme. The
excerpts that I provide will be divided into non-mother and mother sections. As pointed
out earlier, these are labels that I am not completely comfortable with because the use of
“non” may suggest a lack of something and I do not want to give that type of qualitative
value judgment to either of the groups. However, for lack of better terms, I have decided
to use mother and non-mother. It should also be noted that the mother group includes
biological mothers, co-mothers (nonbiological), and mothers-to-be.
Category #1 - Self Perception And Understanding Of Self
Much of the meaning that the lesbians in this study attach to their experience with
the issue of motherhood seems to center around how they understand and make meaning
of themselves and their experiences. This category then, includes any meaning associated
with the issue of motherhood that is based on the narrator’s understanding of self - that is
any response based on the narrator’s perception of her own history, ability, desire,
motivation, character etc. Of course this distinction is a difficult one to make because
what is internal often begins as something external. Internalized homophobia for
example, would most likely not exist if it weren’t for the external influence of a
homophobic culture. However, an attempt was made to distinguish and include all
responses that spoke to the meaning that narrators attach to their current understanding of
themselves. This category then, is limited to the current understanding that narrators have
about themselves and their experiences in relation to the issue of motherhood. The sub¬
themes for this category are:
1. Level of Internal Desire
2. Assessment of Ability and Fit with Motherhood
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3. Related Experiences
4. Issues Associated With Gender
Level Of Internal Desire
Included in this sub-theme of results are any responses that spoke to the issue of
the desire to have children. For some narrators, this consisted of a sense of self-knowing
from early childhood. For others, it was a variable that changed over the lifespan in
response to events and internal shifts in values, self perception and self knowing. The
following excerpts illustrate the ways in which narrators understand and make meaning of
the level of their internal desire to either pursue or forego motherhood.
Non-Mothers
Four of the five non-mothers talked about a consistent lack of desire to have
children that goes all the way back to their earliest recollection of themselves in relation to
the issue of motherhood. The following four non-mothers explore this lack of desire to
mother in the following excerpts.
BETTY: I never, ever wanted to be a mother.
I: So that was never anything you saw yourself doing?
BETTY: Not really, no, not seriously.
I: When you realized you were a lesbian, did this have any effect on your ideas
about motherhood?
BETTY: No. You know, to tell you the truth, I never gave it any thought at all.
BETTY: I just don't really, I just don't really think it's something that I need. I
don't really understand why so many people want to have kids. I can't, 'cause I
just don't have that feeling at all.
I: Well, some people sometimes talk about that biological need; that's nothing
you've ever felt or been aware of?
BETTY: No, not at all.
I: Were there any people that were important to you in your decision?
BETTY: Not really, no.
I: So, it was more an internal feeling that it just wasn't something for you?
BETTY: Right.
I: Was there anything difficult about the decision for you?
BETTY: Um, difficult about the decision. Not really, no.
I: So can you remember back to your earliest recollections of your thoughts about
yourself as a mother?
DEB: I really didn't ever think about it. I never did.
I: So you never really saw yourself doing it?
DEB; Nope.
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I: Okay. When you realized you were a lesbian, what effect did this have on your
ideas about motherhood?
DEB: Didn't change it.
I: And there was never a time when you were undecided?
DEB: No.
I: Okay. Being relatively young, 26, do you, could you see yourself changing that
decision?
DEB: I really don't think so. [My coach] used to say she had these maternal
instincts at times, but I haven't felt them.
I: Never felt them?
DEB: Nope.
I: Okay. Was this kind of an easy decision for you?
DEB: Oh, very.
I: What made it easy do you think?
DEB: I was just sure. I don't really think it was a decision. I just, just never
wanted kids.
ELLA: So when I was younger, I never thought of, I never thought of myself being
a mother and, you know, having kids and that type of thing. I never thought about
it at all.
ELLA: I mean some people seem to be more, you know, better at raising children or
having that instinct than others, but whether it's genetic or whether it's the way they
were brought up, I mean there was never that need. I've never found that need in
my family, so whether it was because of that or whether it was because of
genetically who I am, I don't know.
ANN: Um, no, no I don't think, I don't think I ever really wanted to. I never had
this desire to have kids, you know. I never, um, no. I just didn't want to.
I: Okay. So when some women talk about this biological need or, you know,
maternal instinct, that's not, that's wasn't driving you? That wasn't part of you?
ANN: No.
Cathy was the only non-mother who remembers ever feeling any internal desire to
have children. However, she has chosen not to pursue that desire because she feels that
as a lesbian it would be wrong to do so. In the following excerpt, she talks about her
earliest recollections of her desire to have children:
CATHY: Um, I think I did. Yeah, I think I did. I, also with such a big family and
the respect I had for my mother. You know, growing up I remember thinking I
want a large family too. I can't wait to have kids. I'm having a lot of kids.
I: And when did that change?
CATHY: When I [laughs] became gay.
I: So when, when you realized you were gay that kind of [interrupted]
CATHY: Yeah, no, no family, no kids.
I: So those two paths diverged. It was either kids or being gay.
CATHY: Yeah. Yeah. And I've even had thoughts if I wasn't gay and I wasn't
married I would even, I would consider having children as a single mother. But
now with the gay aspect in there. That just completely draws the line for me.
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Mothers
In sharp contrast to the majority of non-mothers, two of the mothers, Toni and
Rose, always had a strong desire for motherhood. They talk about this ever present
desire in the following excerpts:
TONI: There was never a second in my life that I thought I wouldn't be a mother.
Mmmm. Absolutely. I have an absolute maternal instinct and an absolute
biological need. I mean I did not, I knew that I didn't want to adopt a child. Urn,
and I guess if it came that I could not bear children, then I would have adopted a
child. Um, but I would never have chosen to as an alternative to having my own. I
wanted that, I wanted to bear the child. I wanted to be pregnant. I wanted so much
to be pregnant. And I loved every second of being pregnant. And I didn't see it as
a means to an end. I saw it as an event in itself.
TONI: And there was something about me that always knew that I wanted to raise a
child.... Um, I kind of, kind of always knew that I had a ridiculous amount of love
and compassion inside me and I wanted to, I wanted to share that with someone
else.
TONI: I mean I wanted this, I wanted to feel this baby inside. I wanted to have
this, this child that was mine that I could, that I could have, have grow inside of me
and watch grow. I'm not sure that it's something that has any rationale. I'm not
sure that [maternal instinct] can be explained using the English language. I think
it's just something that's kind of very spiritual and very personal.
ROSE: Yah, I always pictured myself as a, as a mom. I can't say I ever pictured
who my partner would be [laughs], but I always pictured myself as a mom with a
lot of kids. I think that was the most important thing to me, that the day I realized I
can't just let time go by and let time make that decision. I need to make it. And
once I was active in that, I could not come to peace with choosing not to be a
mother because that is truly not who I am. So that was important.
Val, though, did not always picture herself as a mother. However, after coming
out as a lesbian and realizing that it was possible for lesbians to have children, Val was
able to get in touch with her internal desire to have children as can be seen in the
following quote.
VAL: Um, I really wanted to, I wanted to be, I wanted to be pregnant. I wanted to,
I wanted to feel that. I wanted to go through that. And it was a really interesting
time to be pregnant.... I just needed to touch that part of me.... Yah. I think there
was like that, you know, there was that, that urge, you know.
Zora also went through periods when she did not have the desire to have children,
but she was eventually able to work through some issues and get in touch with her desire
to be a mother. She explores the nature of this desire in the following excerpts.
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ZORA: Yah, I don't, I don't, I don't know if I'm, if I've mentally processed the
thing. It's, [my desire for motherhood] is purely motivated from inside. Um, it's
not my head saying to do this. My head gives permission to do it, but it's, there's a
whole, there are way other [sic] factors, many other factors at work.
ZORA: Um, and that's how I, when I made my decision truly to become a mom, I
had to say to myself, "If I were a straight woman, would I be having kids?" And
the answer is undoubtedly, "Yes.” And then I realized that, that it was homophobia
that was holding me back, and then that was when I realized I had to work on that.
And finally, Sue’s experience was quite different than the other mothers in that
she actively resisted the idea of being a mother because she had absolutely no desire to
pursue motherhood. This lack of desire was consistent until she met her current partner,
identified herself as a lesbian and began to have the desire to be a co-parent. However,
she still does not have the desire to be a biological mother. This dynamic process of
change around the issue of motherhood can be seen in the following excerpts from Sue’s
transcript.
SUE: Mmmm. 'Cause I did not, I didn't, I could not envision myself being a
mother. And I did not, I did not think of motherhood, because it still did not feel
like something I could do. I did not think of myself as a mother. I didn't fantasize
about it. I didn't want it. I didn't, just it didn't fit into my construction of
myself....
But it was a role I did not see for myself. And that is a feeling that has stayed
with me for years and years and years. I have not pictured myself as a mother. I
have not fantasized about being a mother. I haven't walked through baby clothes
and said, "I can't wait to be a mother." None of those images are images that have
followed me and haunted me and tempted me.
SUE: It was late in coming, I didn't feel [the desire to be a mother] until I was 28,
um, I probably wouldn't have felt it if I hadn't found a good person to be with.
And I was going to live my life being not a mother, just a person, not a mother.
SUE: The decision for [my partner] to have the child was one we made because she
really wanted to and I was ambivalent. I had always said to her, "Let me see how it
goes and we'll decide about the next one." Having watched her go through it, I feel
like I don't have a desire to do it myself.
SUE: But I have, I never felt the need to be pregnant and have the child, and so by
not choosing [to be the biological mother] fits with me.
I: So there's not a loss there.
SUE: I don't, I don't feel a loss. In fact, I feel a sense of elation that I can actually
enjoy motherhood and not have to have had a pregnancy.
In summary then, internal desire is an issue that seemed to have meaning for all of
the narrators. The nature of this meaning however was quite varied. For non-mothers.
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with the exception of Cathy, this desire was never present. While for mothers, there was
a lot of variability in their different meanings around the issue of internal desire. For Toni
and Rose, this desire was always present, while for other mothers, this desire was
something that was allowed to emerge only after working on other issues or getting to a
certain place in their life.
Assessment Of Ability/Fit With Motherhood
Another element of self understanding/perception that seemed to have meaning for
the narrators was their perception of their own ability to be a mother and the sense of fit
that exists between who they are and the role of motherhood. Included in this sub-theme
then, are any responses that address the issue of ability or fit as it relates to motherhood.
Non-Mothers
Most of the non-mothers felt that they did not have the ability to be a good
mother. Although, Ann does go on to mention that she can see some ways in which
perhaps she would be a good mother and Ella does mention at one point in the interview
that she does occasionally see certain mothers that she thinks she could do a better job
than. However, the predominate feeling for most of the non-mothers, seems to be that
they do not have a great deal of confidence in their mothering abilities. This lack of
confidence in themselves can be seen in the following excerpts.
ELLA: I feel like personally I don’t have any motherly instinct at all. You know. I
don't like them when they're really small 'cause I don't know what to do with
them. You know when they're really small, I don't, I don't know how to care for
them. I don't, I don't even like to hold them. I'm afraid I'm going to hurt them.
You know, that type of thing. So I don't, mother instinct just isn't cutting it.
BETTY: And, um, as far as being a parent, I don't think I'm terrifically patient with
kids. I mean, I tire of them quickly. I like them a lot, but I don't, um, I like to be
able to hand them back to their mothers when they start giving me, you know,
when they start getting tired or cranky or whatever.
ANN: Um, I guess I, you know, growing up, I guess I thought of what kind of
mom I, I would be. Um, you know, and I remember thinking when I was a
teenager that I don't think I could be a mom because I'd worry about them too much
.... I said I just wouldn't be able to handle it.... I don't think I'd be a good mom
because I wasn't patient enough. I wasn't patient enough. I don't think I'd have
enough patience for kids.
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I: So you thought about yourself as a mom and it kind of, it sounds like the
predominate thinking about it was that I wouldn't be very good at it.
ANN: Yah. Yah. I think so. I guess I would, I would, I don't know. Maybe I, I
think sometimes I thought that I'd be a good mom in a sense to where I would, um,
teach the kid good things. You know, I would, I would teach my, my, my kid to
be, um, open-minded, you know, and let them make up their own mind, you
know, and just let them do their own thing, and give them, I guess I would give
them the love that I never got, you know, from, from my parents. So in a sense
that I would be a good mom, you know.
As opposed to the other non-mothers. Deb and Cathy did not express a lack of
confidence in their mothering ability. In fact, Cathy seems to feel a good deal of
confidence in her ability to be a good mother. This can be seen in her account of her
experience as an older sister.
CATHY: I thought I was damn good. I, again within the family we had the three
younger kids and there was a little bit of an age difference there. So when we
would get ready to go to church on Sunday morning we would all go together. The
older kids would take a younger kid and make sure they were washed, dressed,
cleaned and everything. And I loved doing that, because I would take my little
brother and I would dress him all up and slick his hair back and put a tie on him
[laughs] and do whatever. And he looked so sharp, and I would just take care of
him and I thought, I just felt really attached to him. I would hold his hand and walk
him everywhere and I was good [laughs].
Some of the non-mothers also found meaning in the fact that they perceived that
motherhood would not fit with their lifestyle in terms of priorities and life plans and most
of them perceived this as being selfish. This sense of a lack of fit between the narrator’s
life and the role of motherhood is revealed in the following excerpts.
ELLA: I want to make sure that I can live on my own. I want to make sure that I'm
educated. I want a job. I'm not going to, I couldn't even picture myself sitting
home taking care of kids. I mean I just, that's just not who I am. I definitely want
to make sure that I can, you know, have the money to support myself, to be, you
know, to be able to do that.
ELLA: "Well, I don't want a kid," you know, is that because I'm selfish? But,
actually, just now, through this, I don't necessarily think it is. I think it's just that
from what I need as a person, I can't see it being filled in by a kid.
DEB: I just thought that I just had too much to do that, you know, that I wanted, I
didn't didn't [sic] want the burden. A selfish reason.... Um, with my partner and
we both kind of have come to the agreement that we're both pretty selfish as far as
wanting our time and wanting to be not tied down by what a kid, what that would
do to our relationship.... Not that I felt I couldn't be a good parent. That I just
didn't, I didn't want to be burdened with kids. That's why I chose it, not because I
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thought that because I'm a lesbian I can't have kids or I shouldn't have kids, it'll be
a difficult environment, blah, blah, blah.
BETTY: I think [motherhood is not an option for me] mostly [because of] my
lifestyle 'cause I, I like. I'm just selfish. I do, like my job, I pretty much get to do
what I want to do when I want to do it.
Mothers
Unlike the non-mothers, most of the mothers found meaning in their ability as a
mother. For Toni, this ability seemed to stem from a kind of intuitive knowledge that
she had what it took to be a good mother. This confidence in her ability can be seen in
the following excerpts.
TONI: I kind of, kind of always knew that I had a ridiculous amount of love and
compassion inside me and I wanted to, I wanted to share that with someone else.
TONI: ... just thinking about who I am inside and thinking about what I have to
offer a little child, or little children, and thinking about the experiences that I've, that
I've had ... and drawing on those experiences, and taking the love that I have from
my family and my friends and my partner and instilling that upon a child, you
know. The thought of how I can make this child make a difference, and have this
child make the world a better place. Um, I mean I feel like I'm trying to make the
world a better place and I think that this child can take that one step further.
In contrast to Toni’s internal confidence, Zora’s meaning making around her
ability is more complex. She felt the need to overcome some family history in order to be
a good parent and she seems to look outside of herself to find meaning in the confidence
that others place in her ability. In the final quote, she allows herself to get in touch with
her internal sense that she does have what it will take to be a good mother.
ZORA: I mean I'm getting to the point where I'm not going to let the things that
happened in the past keep happening, or I'm, I'm the one that's sitting up and
saying, like I used to say, "I'm not going to have any kids because I'm never going
to do to anybody what was done to me." And then I finally said, "Well, that's
dumb, because I'm going to stop it. I'm going to, this cycle stops here, and
everything that happened before is going to end with me.”
ZORA: ... having all of [my partner’s] family say, "You would be a great mom." I
mean literally. I mean [my ex-partner’s] family said the same thing. And I'm
saying, "You're a great mom." You know. [Laughs.] People have always told me
that. I mean I hope it's true. I hope it's true.
ZORA: Um, I feel like it's going to be, "Oh, yes. Of course, this is how you hold a
baby. Of course, this is how you breastfeed. Of course, this is how you change a
diaper." I mean I know all those things anyway, but I, I feel, I mean my body was
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made to have a kid, you know, good wide hips and, you know. [Laughs.] I was
made to have a kid.... And it's, it feels very much like this is right.
Like Zora, Rose did not always feel confident in her ability to be a good mother.
It is only recently that she began to believe in her ability as a mother as she reveals in the
following quote.
ROSE: I think for the first time in the past year I've felt like I can be a good a mom
as somebody else. That wasn't really known to me before.
Sue seemed to have initially felt a lot of doubt about her ability as a parent. She
did not feel that she could be as selfless as she thought she needed to be in order to be a
good mother. It is only in her second to last quote that we can see any sense of
confidence about pursuing motherhood and in the final quote, we can see that her
experience as a mother has given her new meaning about her ability. She now knows
that she is in fact better at it than she supposed she would be.
SUE: I didn't have lots of imaginings of my own self as a parent because I didn't
see myself as selfless enough to do it, and that I was going to be, I was, was more
selfish than that, so how could I ever do this. And I didn't like the way my friends
who had parents who were less self-sacrificing, I didn't like the way their
relationships were always with their parents, and I related it in many ways to that
quality that their parents were lacking in their relationships. So I thought if I'm not
self-sacrificing enough, then I won't be a good parent.
SUE: I was much more distant with children.... I never had a comfort level with
infants or with children who were, who weren't reasoning or who weren't, um,
who were self-absorbed or [had] a different sort of reasoning than I understood. I
never baby-sat except for a couple of hideous times.
I: Do you feel like it was something you were interested in, but not good at, or
something you were not interested in?
SUE: Not interested in and not good at.
SUE: Um, I, as I mentioned, I did not think, I consciously did not think I would be
a mother because I didn't see myself as being selfless enough to be the sort of
mother I felt was a good mother, 'cause I compared my mother to other mothers.
And I thought she was, I still think she is a good mother, but I thought she was a
good mother then because she was so willing to make the family work. But it was
a role I did not see for myself. And that is a feeling that has stayed with me for
years and years and years.
SUE: But when [my partner] kind of entered the picture, there was a new pair of
dynamics. Well, you don't have to be completely selfless, first of all, and she was
another person that will act as mother along with me taking some of the pressure
off.
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SUE: I see myself, um, being better at [parenting] than I thought I was going to be.
In summary then, this sub-theme has revealed a great deal of variability within
and across groups. Through their excerpts, we have learned that most of the non¬
mothers have a lack of confidence in their mothering ability. For the mothers, this sense
of ability varied within the group. Also many non-mothers felt that they were selfish in
that motherhood does not fit with their priorities or day to day lifestyle, while the mothers
did not communicate such a concern.
Related Experiences
Narrators also found meaning about themselves through life experiences that in
some way related to mothering and the notion of themselves as mothers. Some of these
experiences are discussed in the following excerpts.
Non-Mothers
Many non-mothers found meaning about themselves in relation to the issue of
motherhood as a result of negative past experiences. These experiences center around
family of origin issues and pet-rearing and they are illustrated in the following quotes.
ANN: Um, and, you know, [my sister and I] were stuck taking care of [my
nephew], and my mom as well. You know, my mom took care of [him] as well,
so, it was, I don't know. I hate to say, I mean it sounds kind of mean, but, you
know, it's like the family was burdened with it, you know. It was a burden, even
though [he] was, you know, a cute little kid, you know, it was, it was that, um, it
was a burden. It was too bad. The poor kid. I mean he, I mean outwardly, he,
you know, he thinks everything's okay. He says to us, "Everything is okay," but,
you know, you can just tell when a kid's, you know, got some lack of self-esteem
because he's been knocked down by his mom, you know, for these years, you
know, but, you know, he knows that he thinks he's a burden. He's a burden. You
know, and he is. To [his mother], he's a burden. She can't stand him. She hates
him. She hates him. "You're an asshole. You're worthless." You know.
ANN: Well, I guess I always thought that mom was [laughs] burdened as well.
You know, having six kids in seven years is, is, is terrible enough, but to have four
kids that are disrespectful, and even two kids that were little shits. Even I was a
little shit. I mean all us kids were just little stinkers, you know, little hellions. Um,
just insane. So I, I didn't realize that until I got older, you know, how much of an
influence we all had on her, and how, I didn't. I'm surprised she didn't end up
with, you know, having a nervous breakdown. So, um, motherhood just, it wasn't
[laughs], it wasn't good; it wasn't positive.
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ANN: Factors that were important to me to not have kids? Um, well maybe my
[laughs], my family life. You know, I saw how, how much of a burden kids were
on my mom and dad. So, maybe I think that a kid will be a burden. You know, if
I have a child, it will be a burden. You know, I mean it sounds kind of cruel, but I
mean that's, you know, that's what, um, that's what I feel, what I see.
ELLA: Um, and then as far as, I guess, you know, personally, for me, I mean
having dogs.... It was always, like I said, whether [my partner] was around or not,
I was the one that was always taking care of it. I could never go and spend time
with my family because I always had the dogs. So, in that respect, I was totally,
and plus not really making a conscious decision, what is, how is this dog going to
influence my life? What am I going to be able to do? What am I not going to be
able to do? And I never thought of that at all until after you get them and you're
like, "Holy shit." You know, the responsibility here is just incredible.
But just as far as like the motherhood thing, I mean I think just my experience
with the dogs has made me, you know, you really need to, it has to be a definite
decision where you can't, it can't be on a whim. It can't be something, I mean
you're going to have that for the rest of your life, you know, so you can't just say,
"You know, that's just what I want to do today. That's what I feel like."
BETTY: I definitely have a very, you know, with my nephews, if they get a little bit
sick, I tend to like want to take them to the hospital. I have real fears of, of like
illness or something like that. It just, um, just like the heartbreak and stuff. I
remember my sister was overweight, and just seeing the stuff that she went through
and just feeling bad for her. I'd just need to kill me if it was my kid. You know, I
just, all the, I know there's a lot of rewards, too, but I just don't want to live
through that again.
Cathy was the only non-mother to talk about a positive experience that had
meaning for her in relation to motherhood. This positive experience is seen again in the
quote that we looked at earlier about her younger brother.
CATHY: I thought I was damn good. I, again within the family we had the three
younger kids and there was a little bit of an age difference there. So when we
would get ready to go to church on Sunday morning we would all go together. The
older kids would take a younger kid and make sure they were washed, dressed,
cleaned and everything. And I loved doing that, because I would take my little
brother and I would dress him all up and slick his hair back and put a tie on him
[laughs] and do whatever. And he looked so sharp, and I would just take care of
him and I thought, I just felt really attached to him. I would hold his hand and walk
him everywhere and I was good [laughs].
Mothers
Unlike most of the non-mothers, the majority of mothers talked about positive
experiences that had meaning for them in relation to motherhood. These experiences
included pet-rearing, coaching, teaching, baby-sitting, being exposed to a more functional
model of family, other relationships with children and an inclusive scene witnessed by
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Toni at her church where two lesbian mothers were side by side with an elderly
heterosexual couple.
SUE: The, um, positive experiences we had had Isic] having pets, the warmth of
that and how I felt we had done a good job with them.
ZORA: Um, my relationship with [my partner’s] nieces and nephews and how I
really do connect with them, and that it feels like a connection to me and, and that
people have noticed that. Like, "How can you play with them for three hours, you
know, and not be bored?".... You know, and those kinds of things are very
affirming. Like, "Oh, yah. I can do this." I really. I do pay attention. I'm not a
spacy [sic], distracted person, at least around kids. I can be totally spacy [sic] and
distracted around other adults, but I'm not around kids. And learning that, I can do
that.
ZORA: The experience with parents' weekend and, um, feeling, I mean having
parents tell me that their, their son or their daughter really likes me as a teacher ...I
mean hearing those kinds of things from people have been good. I mean I think of,
it's so funny 'cause I feel like everything I do is pretty much the same thing.
Coaching, I started off as a coach. Coaching is teaching. I've now applied the
skills I learned in coaching to teaching, really teaching academic subjects. Teaching
is mothering. And now I really want to do the mothering thing. And it's all the
same stuff.
ZORA: Or, well, I, I mean I mother my dogs. When I grew up, I would smother
my dogs. I always took care of them.
ZORA: God, I'm trying to think when it happened. Maybe seeing [my ex¬
partner’s] family, um, and her, just the family that she's in, the immediate family,
of how like it could be normal. It doesn't have to be the way I thought it was going
to be. It doesn't have to be that kinda period of total isolation and unconnection
[sic], disconnection with everybody, who you're supposed to be close to. It can be
different.
TONI: Um, I think of being in the Unitarian church and listening to, being up on
the balcony, and hearing them sing, um, "Gentle Loving People," that song, and
"We're singing for our lives." And there's a verse in that song that says, "We are
gay and straight together, and we're singing for our lives." And looking down as
we're singing that song, and seeing in the same pew, and I see this very clearly in
my head, an elderly couple, a man and a woman, next to two women with a baby,
and the five of them singing. And I don't think that they were there together. I
mean there was some space between them. They didn't appear to be interacting.
But they were, so they were just in the same pew, and they were singing this song
together, every verse.
You know, and, of course, the one that hit home most was the "gay and
straight together" and to feel so much a part of that church. To feel like, "This is
it." This is, you know, grandma and grandpa who maybe have never met a gay
person in their lives. Who knows what, where they're coming from. But there
they are, standing up in church, singing, "We're all one kind of people." You
know. "We're straight and you're gay, and I can stand next to you in church and I
can be happy that you've got that kid and that's okay with me."
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And then, having those two lesbians there, with their little baby, singing the
same thing, saying, "It's not, you know, we're not separatists. We're not just here
because this is a welcoming place for gays. We're here because it's a welcoming
place for gay people, but it's also a place where we can stand next to grandma and
grandpa singing their song, and we can be spiritual together.” Um, and that's a
wonderful environment. That's what, that's what kids need to see. You know,
they need to see that we're all people and we're all here together and we just need to
be good people and we'll all be fine.
Sue was the only one of the mothers to talk of negative experiences that had
meaning for her about motherhood.
SUE: I was much more distant with children. I always liked children who were old
enough to reason and talk. I think I always felt like I had a comfort level with post¬
toddlers, um, pre-schoolers and up. A sense of play, a sense of wonder. I could
distract them when they were upset. But I never had a comfort level with infants or
with children who were, who weren't reasoning or who weren't, um, who were
self-absorbed ... or [had] a different sort of reasoning than I understood. I never
baby-sat except for a couple of hideous times. And I didn't have lots of younger
cousins. Most of my cousins were my age or pretty close to my age, so that there
weren't a lot of young kids around.
To summarize this sub-theme then, it is important to note that non-mothers for the
most part had negative experiences that had meaning for them with respect to the issue of
motherhood, while the majority of mothers alluded to more positive experiences that had
meaning for them in their pursuit of motherhood.
Issues Associated With Gender
Another element of self understanding that was salient for a few of the narrators in
their meaning making around the issue of motherhood was the issue of gender.
Non-Mothers
Two of the non-mothers, Betty and Ella expressed a lack of fit with female gender
roles and in fact both allude to a preference for the more typical male gender or father
role.
BETTY: Although, on the other hand, my mom and my sister were very much into
the typical kind of female roles, and I think that I, I wasn't too into that. Not that it
was, I mean if I had to look about [sic] the difference between my mother's life and
my father's life, he seemed to have the most independence and got to do the fun
things. My mom seemed to always be doing like housework or being with us or
whatever, whatever. And I had a lot more respect for my mother, but I also think I
would rather have done the things my father was doing.
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ELLA: ...you know, this past summer, you know, my friend and I, we're the same
age, and our girlfriends at that time were a couple years older than we were, so, but
it was, when we were kind of theoretically thinking about it, like, "Oh," you know,
that we were seeing ourselves as more of the fathers where, "Ah, we'll give the kid
some money and, you know, go spoil them," and then they would just go off, like
that type of thing, where as opposed to, "I'm going to be the one that's going to
make sure that, you know, be more the mother role." It wouldn't be us; it would be
the other person in the relationship. So, you know, just thinking a little bit about
that.
Ella also expressed a lack of connection with her female identity. She seems to
understand herself in a more gender neutral way. This can be seen in the following
quotes.
ELLA: Um, and even like with the whole issue of gender, it never really was an
issue in my family.
ELLA: I don't know if it's just because, like I said, you know, my mother wasn't
around, and it was never, you know, being a female was never really an issue at all.
You know, it was just I was treated as one of them, and that's how I wanted to be
treated. I don't want to be treated any differently.
Mothers
In sharp contrast to Betty and Ella, the two women in the mother group who
talked about gender as a source of meaning both felt very much in touch with the female
part of themselves.
TONI: Um, but I, I wouldn't have even wanted. I'm so glad I was bom a woman,
'cause I wouldn't have wanted to be a dad. You know, I wouldn't have just
wanted to be the guy that put his sperm in there, even though the DNA, you know,
would have been, would have been mine. I mean that's not it. I mean I wanted
this, I wanted to feel this baby inside. I wanted to have this, this child that was
mine that I could, that I could have, have grow inside of me and watch grow.
ZORA: So I don't, I guess I don't think of it, I don't think [of myself as a] lesbian
first; I think woman first. Always, I think I always will think woman first, um, and
then lesbian after that. Um, or maybe then mother after that, then lesbian after that.
In terms of gender, then, only a few of the narrators mentioned it as a source of
meaning. For those that did, there was significant variability between the two groups.
Mothers seemed to more positively identify with the female part of themselves, while
non-mothers seemed to feel a lack of identification with their female identity and a sense
of discomfort with female gender roles.
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Category' #2 - Self As A Lesbian
Lesbian identity appeared to be meaningful for these women on a number of
different levels and across different categories of meaning. As explained before, the
responses that spoke directly to lesbian identity as a source of meaning were substantial
enough to constitute a separate category of meaning in addition to the way that lesbian
identity permeates every other category. The sub-themes in this category of meaning are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Lesbian Identity as an Issue
Lesbian Identity as an Obstacle
Lesbian Identity as a Facilitation
Lesbian Identity as a Non-issue

Lesbian Identity As An Issue
Included in this sub-theme are those responses that indicate that lesbian identity
had meaning around the issue of motherhood, but not as an obstacle or as a facilitator. It
is interesting to note that all of the respondents in this category are from the mother
sample. It is important to realize, that although lesbian identity is an issue and often a
struggle for these women, it has not posed an impassable obstacle to motherhood. They
have all dealt with the issue of lesbian identity in a way that has enabled them to pursue
motherhood.
Mothers
In the following excerpts we can see that one meaning that lesbian identity had for
mothers was that they were forced to work on their own homophobia in order to be able
to pursue motherhood and feel comfortable in the role of lesbian mother.
ROSE: I think I, until I had more comfort with myself [as a lesbian], [motherhood]
wasn't even an option. And I know that I remember feeling that it, wondering
whether it's fair to bring a kid into a lesbian home. Having been a school teacher of
seventh graders and knowing the peer pressure and just all that that [sic] goes on, I
guess I really feared that it would be a real hard existence for a kid, sort of that
whole part of it I couldn't get past for a while. And then, as I became more
comfortable and started thinking of my life without children, you know, started
looking at the other options, sort of choosing not to have a baby, um, it really
brought it to the forefront, and I knew I needed to do some work on it. I needed to
do that work. I needed to do more work with my family 'cause that was the
holding force. I wasn't so much worried about peer interaction, I was worried
about the baby being rejected by his family. So, I edged through that process, and
then, as I said, my partner was much more ready earlier to have a baby. She
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brought it up. We talked about it, and really, I said I needed some time to get
through this and work on this, and didn't do a lot of open work with her, just really
tried to work on my own phobia, and really did the work, and got to a point where I
felt like I was ready.
I: Now that you've decided that, to be a mother, and you've explained the different
kind of ways you're going to be a mother, and this is a very nebulous question, but
in what way do you suppose that will be important to you? What ways do you
suppose that's going to have meaning for you?
ROSE: I think that I'll feel, let's see, I think to, to come out and to, to really, really,
really work on your own homophobia is one of the most exciting things I've ever
done. And there's a bonus that goes with that that [sic] sort of where you almost, I
don't know, feel more whole, almost where you're sort of, where it's coming out
of you in a, in a strange way, just a real love of yourself that you never knew.
ZORA: Um, and that's how I, when I made my decision truly to become a mom, I
had to say to myself, "If I were a straight woman, would I be having kids?" And
the answer is undoubtedly, "Yes." And then I realized that, that it was homophobia
that was holding me back, and then that was when I realized I had to work on that.
SUE: ... when [my partner] first brought up the idea [of getting pregnant], I was
politely non-communicative about it and thought, in my own head, "You must be
crazy," because I still couldn't see myself as a mother and because I thought, "Boy,
talk about exposing yourself as a lesbian by having a partner, having a child with
your partner. There's no, there's no hiding once that happens.”
SUE: The, um, [my partner’s] pregnancy forced me to be more open about our
relationship in my school community, with my family, my dad, in particular, but
also my grandmother, who needed to be a part of this now. Anyone who was
going to need to have interactions with us as a family, 'cause it was very important
to both of us that the child not experience, um, homophobia from not knowing,
people who were being introduced to us, um, as a lesbian couple for the first time,
so preparing the way. And that was, for me, almost scarier than actually having a
child, because it forced me to do, to confront my own homophobia in ways I hadn't
been forced to before.
VAL: Another fear was, um, bringing a child into the world into my relationship,
you know, into a lesbian relationship, having that child have the stigma of being a
child, you know, [sic] Ya, so that was like another step in getting over my
homophobia. You know, it's like it's, it's totally, the process goes on.
I: What would you say it is about you that enabled you to take that step [to be a
mother], because a lot of women stop there. You know, "I don't think I can do this
because of the homophobia." How do you think you got past that?
VAL: Well, because even though I, we all have homophobia and I, you know. 1,1,
in no part of my life can I rest on my homophobia 'cause that feels, because I did it
for so long and it, and it, and it really, um, it injured my psyche to, to, to be, um,
homophobic, to be, not only be homophobic, to not be out, not, which is all part of
the same thing. But if I, if I subscribe to that attitude, then I, then I subscribe to the
attitude, if I subscribe to the attitude that having a kid would be a bad thing for the
kid, then I would say that the way I am is bad. And so, you know, that, it just
didn't go. [sicl
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It is clear in the following quote that Toni had already done a lot of work around
her internalized homophobia. Her comfort with herself as a lesbian can be seen in the
following passage.
TONI: I mean it's part of who I am and, um, and if, if it's not going to be accepted
by someone, then it's probably, then it doesn't really need to be. For example, at
work, my boss accepts who I am and that's wonderful 'cause he's someone that I
care, that I care about, and that would make my work environment uncomfortable, I
think, if he didn't accept that. There are lots of people at my work that, they all
know about me, that don't, that think it's taboo. That's fine. I don't care what they
think. It doesn't affect my life. So I have no reason to, to be embarrassed about it.
I think the rest of it, the rest of the courage just comes from knowing in my heart
that I'm a good person. I mean I'm not hurting anybody and that, um, that I do a
lot of good. I mean I really consider myself to be a good person.
In Toni’s case, it was not her own homophobia that needed work, but that of her
partner. Toni’s concern about her partner’s level of comfort with her lesbian identity can
be seen in the following excerpt.
TONI: I needed [my partner] to be comfortable with who she was. I couldn't have,
I did not want to bring a child into this world and expect it to be proud of his
parents if his parents couldn't be proud of who they were. I needed [my partner] to
feel comfortable enough to come out at work, and to come out to the students. You
know, not to be this radical, vocal lesbian, but be comfortable enough with her
lifestyle to share that with others. So she could walk into her class and say, "I had
a baby last night." You know. Or we could walk down the street and if someone
were to say, "Well, who is this?" And for her to say, "This is my son." You
know, I needed her to feel comfortable with that.
Mothers also mentioned their lesbian identity as a consideration for the well being
of their children. Their concern over the discrimination that their child might face as a
child of lesbian parents is revealed in the following quotes.
TONI: And, yah, and the other part of it was a, a real concern, a real concern that I
had was this horrible fear that this child was going to, you know, the first few years
of life, everything was going to be wonderful, and he was just going to know
happiness and he was going to go to school and he was going to come home and
say, "My friend, Joey, won't talk to me anymore 'cause he found out I have two
moms." And I would see that vision in my head and just cry. And so that was the
biggest concern. I mean how am I going to get this kid through that. And I thought
about it and thought about it and thought about it, and then I guess I came to the
realization that, or the conclusion that, um, lots of kids have those little things that
they're embarrassed about. You know, maybe they're from a divorced family or
maybe they're from an inter-racial family. If the only people that ever had kids
were heterosexual, same-color, white probably, you know, middle-class kids, I
mean there wouldn't be a lot of kids. And they're not necessarily the greatest
parents, by far, I mean they're, you know. And that if, if I can instill upon, if we
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can instill upon this kid that he's loved for who he is and we think he's okay, and
our network of folks think that we're doing the right thing, then it's going to give
him some strength. And, yah, maybe Joey won't talk to him at school, but maybe
that's not that important. I mean maybe he'll learn something about himself and
about Joey who won't talk to him at school. You know, maybe that will be okay.
And I think kids really go through lots of, of hard times. Urn, and that's not a
reason to not bring them into the world. You know. Maybe because we brought
him into the world, maybe Joey sees things differently.
ZORA: The thing I'm, the most thing [sic] I'm worried about is how other kids will
treat [my child]. Kids are so mean. They can be so mean to each other, and I guess
the only thing I can do about that is to make sure that they're, the kid is cushioned
by, um, strong friends, you know, that they're, to make sure that there's a circle of
friends or a play group or, you know, other families that he or she feels really
accepted.
VAL: Another fear was, um, bringing a child into the world into my relationship,
you know, into a lesbian relationship, having that child have the stigma of being a
child, you know. Ya, so that was like another step in getting over my homophobia.
You know, it's like it's, it's totally, the process [of dealing with homophobia] goes
on.
ROSE: Um, I mean I definitely know that we're not going to be the quote, unquote
normal family, and I know that that's hard for kids, especially for older kids and
adolescents to be different. Um, so I worry that there's going to be anger around
that and that there's going to be some rejection around that. That's probably my
biggest worry.
ROSE: And I know that I remember feeling that it, wondering whether it's fair to
bring a kid into a lesbian home. Having been a school teacher of seventh graders
and knowing the peer pressure and just all that that [sic] goes on, I guess I really
feared that it would be a real hard existence for a kid, sort of that whole part of it I
couldn't get past for a while. And then, as I became more comfortable and started
thinking of my life without children, you know, started looking at the other options,
sort of choosing not to have a baby, um, it really brought it to the forefront, and I
knew I needed to do some work on it.
Lesbian identity had a different meaning in the past for Rose. In the following
quote, she recalls a time before she worked on her homophobia when she thought that a
lesbian identity was incompatible with motherhood.
I: When you realized you were gay, did that have any impact on that?
ROSE: I think I, um, really didn't think about it for a lot of years. Um, I didn't
make a decision that I wouldn't be a mom, but I never let myself think that I would.
Um, and I think, I think I remember feeling that the two weren't compatible, but I
think those were real painful thoughts so I didn't let myself think it that much.
For some mothers, lesbian identity was a salient issue because of the difficulty
involved with getting pregnant. For Zora and Toni, this difficulty lay in the logistics of
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insemination. For Rose, however, it is the amount of processing in addition to
difficulties with conceiving that have made it difficult.
I: Okay. What is the worst thing about being a lesbian?
ZORA: Hmmm. The worst thing. Probably how hard it's going to be to have kids.
TONI: Well, I had to think about how it was going to happen, and how to get the
sperm inside me. I mean that was a part of [what was difficult].
ROSE: It feels unfair. It feels like, you know, I was stalled for so many years to
get here, and now I'm really excited to parent. I can almost feel a child in my arms,
and now it's not happening. So it feels like we, as lesbians, and gay men have to
go through a lot, a lot more processing of this whole process, and then to get to a
point where when you start and it's all still, nothing about it happens without
planning, so in order to get pregnant, there's a lot of planning, foresight and all this
stuff. So then to be in the infertility part of it is just one more step.
And Toni, realizes that not only were the insemination logistics difficult, but now
that the baby is here, the struggle as a lesbian continues. For example, she and her
partner had to work very hard to have their son legally adopted so that they would both be
considered parents. (Toni is the biological mother.) And she admits that it is hard to not
get affirmation and to have to continually prove that they are good parents.
TONI: And it's funny because, you know, I just talked about that it's not, that I
don't care what those people at work think because they're not important to me.
Well, a bit of that's a lie. I mean I really, I deep down really don't care, but a little
bit of it is hard. I mean it would be nice for them to say, you know, "God, you
guys have been living together for ten years. That's wonderful." No one is going
to say that. Um, so that, little bits like that, and then it's not hard all the time or
something that I think about every day, but, you know, every once in a while,
that's, it's kind of hard, that we don't get affirmation. And we have to work harder
for everything. I mean this whole adoption thing. We had to work so hard to
prove that we're a good family, and we're wonderful parents. So that's the worse
part about being a lesbian.
It is obvious, then, that lesbian identity has a great deal of meaning for these
mothers. This meaning seems to center around internalized homophobia issues and the
concerns that these mothers have about the discrimination that their children will face as
children of lesbian parents as well as the difficulties associated with getting pregnant and
being recognized as a good family.
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Lesbian Identity As An Obstacle
Unlike the mothers who have been able to integrate their lesbian identity with their
pursuit of motherhood, lesbian identity serves as an absolute obstacle that prevents Cathy
from pursuing motherhood. She believes that as a lesbian, she should not have children.
The strength of meaning that this obstacle has for her and her conviction around this issue
can be seen in the following excerpts.
CATHY: Um, I think I did [fantasize/plan on having kids]. Yeah, I think I did. I,
also with such a big family and the respect I had for my mother. You know,
growing up I remember thinking I want a large family too. I can't wait to have
kids. I'm having a lot of kids.
I: And when did that change?
CATHY: When I [laughs] became gay.
I: So when, when you realized you were gay that kind of
CATHY: Yeah, no, no family, no kids.
I: So those two paths diverged. It was either kids or being gay.
CATHY: Yeah. Yeah. And I've even had thoughts if I wasn't gay and I wasn't
married I would even, I would consider having children as a single mother. But
now with the gay aspect in there. That just completely draws the line for me.
I: So it's really just the gay identity that keeps you from feeling okay about doing
that.
CATHY: Yup.
I: Was it an easy decision or difficult decision?
CATHY: I don't think it was a decision. It just came with the territory as far as I, I
was concerned.
I: Can you tell me what you mean by that?
CATHY: Yeah. Because I, because I'm gay and that's my lifestyle now, children
are not an option. I just, I just think it's too difficult. I don't know. I just think
there's too much to bringing up a child that precludes a gay person or a lesbian
couple to bring one up correctly in my mind.
CATHY: Maybe it's the way I was brought up. I think there's a male influence that
needs to be there. I just, I don't think I would do justice to a child and I would
really be scared about that.
I: You wouldn't, if you were a straight person would you do justice to a child?
CATHY: Yes.
I: So it's the gay part that would prevent you from doing justice.
CATHY: Yes.
I: What's the first word or emotion that you think of when I say the word lesbian
mother?
CATHY: [pause] Um, not right, difficult, improper.
I: Do you have a sense of how you would react if you were involved with a partner
who you had made a commitment to, if that person really wanted to have children?
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CATHY: I would find out [laughs]. Hopefully I would know prior to making any
long-term commitment [laughs] if they wanted to do that or not. I, I can't do it. I
won't do it.
I: So you wouldn't make the commitment.
CATHY: No. If that was extremely important to them, I just, I can't do it and I
won't do it. So it won't work. And I, I do not see myself compromising on that
point.
I: If you could change one thing about your relationship to the issue of motherhood,
what would it be?
CATHY: I would be straight and be married to a guy.
I: Uh hum, okay. And then have kids.
CATHY: Uh hum.
CATHY: I just, you know, I see, I don't know if this is influential, but I see lesbian
mothers and I just kinda. I'm uneasy about it.... I was driving work today [sic] and
we saw [an acquaintance] And we stopped and said hello. And it's just an
uneasiness 'cause I know she's gay and has this child and there's no father
[laughs]. And I'm not sure how to accept it. I mean it was fine with, with the child
and with her daughter and with her and talk to her and everything. But I just had
this uneasy feeling inside.
(In response to what would need to change in order for her to reverse her decision
and become a lesbian mother.)
CATHY: Oh boy. [sighs] I would have to be all by myself. My family would have
to be disintegrated, gone away, everybody. I would have to have no connection
with any family.
I would have to be more comfortable within my job, my job setting. You
know I think it would be totally fine in accepting but I'm not comfortable in letting it
be known. So I would have to be more comfortable that way.
I think society would have to change as well, because I would want, I would
want society to be more accepting of me doing that. I, I'm afraid. I would be
scared that if I had this child and I'm a lesbian that people would look at me like oh.
I'd be in the minority. I wouldn't be the norm and I'd be looked at and criticized.
And that would be difficult for me.
(In response to how she would advise a lesbian niece or goddaughter about
motherhood.)
CATHY: Oh wow. Urn, oh, to think very very very very long and carefully about
it. And I think I would even try and influence her not to do it, based on my own
feelings.
I: What would you tell her about your own experience?
CATHY: Of being gay?
I: Um, no, about choosing not to be a mother.
CATHY: Choosing not to? I would tell her why. I would tell her exactly how I
feel and why.
I: And when you say you'd advise her not to do it, why?
CATHY: 'Cause that's what I believe in. I would want her to do-I think it's right
and I would want her to do what's right. And I wouldn't, you know, want her to
fail.
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It is easy to see through these excerpts from Cathy’s transcript that the meaning
she has constructed around lesbian identity and motherhood is that the two are absolutely
not compatible and this belief prevents her from pursuing her desire to have children.
Lesbian Identity As A Facilitation
For Sue, lesbian identity has a different meaning in relation to motherhood. In
fact, it was her identity as a lesbian that actually helped facilitate the pursuit of
motherhood. In other words, she was able to pursue motherhood as a lesbian in ways
that she would not have been able to do if she were heterosexual. We get a sense of her
process around this issue from the following excerpts.
SUE: 'Cause I did not, I didn't, I could not envision myself being a mother.... And
I did not, I did not think of motherhood, because it still did not feel like something I
could do. I did not think of myself as a mother. I didn't fantasize about it. I didn't
want it. I didn't, just it didn't fit into my construction of myself...But it was a role
I did not see for myself. And that is a feeling that has stayed with me for years and
years and years. I have not pictured myself as a mother. I have not fantasized
about being a mother. I haven't walked through baby clothes and said, "I can't wait
to be a mother." None of those images are images that have followed me and
haunted me and tempted me.
SUE: It was late in coming, I didn't feel [the desire to be a mother] until I was 28,
um, I probably wouldn't have felt it if I hadn't found a good person to be with.
And I was going to live my life being not a mother, just a person, not a mother.
I: And can you talk a little bit about how that all changed, because you're saying, "I
never perceived I'd be a mother," and yet here you are today a mother. Can you
take me through that part?
SUE: Yah. Well, it does, it does feel kind of odd, because my partner always knew
she was going to be a mother and never saw lesbianism and motherhood as
mutually exclusive. And she had to drip water on a rock to make me see it, too.
She, when she first brought up the idea, I was politely non-communicative about it
and thought, in my own head, "You must be crazy," because I still couldn't see
myself as a mother and because I thought, "Boy, talk about exposing yourself as a
lesbian by having a partner, having a child with your partner. There's no, there's
no hiding once that happens.”
Um, but as she dripped water on the rock and the rock started to have some
pores or fsic] being revealed by this dripping process, I was able to recognize that
having a child with her was going to be different from my mother having a child,
because not one of the, there wasn't one of us that was going to have to be totally
self-sacrificing because we both had parts of our spirit that were selfless, but neither
of us had to be entirely selfless in order to make it work, that our partnership was
one that was different from, and I felt better than, the husband-wife partnerships
that I saw while growing up, and so neither of us would be unduly burdened or
unduly rewarded by the child and being a parent.
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I: So it sounds like your experience is unique in a way because where I think a lot
of lesbians would talk about wanting to have a child with another woman as the
hard part. It sounds like for you that's the piece that fit. That it’s easier for you to
have a child with another woman than it would have been with a man, where you
would physically have the child and be the, traditionally be the caretaker?
SUE: Right. The mother that I didn't feel I could be.... I don't know if I can, could
have envisioned how someone who would have been my husband, if I had been
married, how his role might have allowed me to be the mother I thought I should
be. I don't know how we could have had the kind of relationship, the kind of
relationship that we could have had, how that might have worked to allow me to be
a good mother in my own definition. I don't see that happening, so. [stops talking]
I: So if you were to be the only mother, you didn't feel like you had what it took to
be a good mother.
SUE: Right.
I: But as being one of two mothers, you feel like you could do that.
SUE: Mmmm. And, um, it took [my partner] a while. I don't think it was ever that
explicit in how we discussed it, but her nature is one that is giving enough, giving
often enough and fully enough, um, but not to the point where she loses what's
important to her, and I could see her being able to, um, be a mother in the way I
envisioned a mother being, but better. And my compliment to her was one that, that
allowed me to be the mother I wanted to be without losing myself, too.
SUE: I work hard not to feel like [my partner] is more of the mother of [my son]
than I am, because she's nursing him, because she had him, um, and I don't want
to, and I don't think I'll feel like I'm any less of the mother to the next one because
I didn't have it, because I still very much feel like a mother as much as I, the mother
that I didn't think I would ever be. But I have, I never felt the need to be pregnant
and have the child, and so by not choosing it fits with me.
I: So there's not a loss there.
SUE: I don't, I don't feel a loss. In fact, I feel a sense of elation that I can actually
enjoy motherhood and not have to have had a pregnancy.
These excerpts from Sue’s transcript help us to see that in sharp contrast to Cathy
for whom a lesbian identity served as an obstacle to motherhood; Sue’s lesbian identity
helped facilitate her pursuit of motherhood.
Lesbian Identity As A Non-Issue
For some narrators, lesbian identity was not an issue that had much meaning in
relation to motherhood. These lesbians have constructed meaning around motherhood in
ways that have nothing or very little to do with their lesbian identity. It is important to
note, however, that both of the respondents from the mother group currently do consider
their lesbian identity as an important part of their experience with motherhood. However,
for both of these mothers (Val and Toni), there was a time or a circumstance when it was
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a non-issue. This non-issue type of meaning in relation to motherhood is illustrated by
the following excerpts.
Non-Mothers
Most of the non-mothers (with the exception of Cathy) find no connection at all
between their decision to forego motherhood and their lesbian identity.
BETTY: I never, ever wanted to be a mother.
I: So that was never anything you saw yourself doing?
BETTY: Not really, no, not seriously.
I: When you realized you were a lesbian, did this have any effect on your ideas
about motherhood?
BETTY: No. You know, to tell you the truth, I never gave it any thought at all.
I: So, it was more an internal feeling that it just wasn't something for you?
BETTY: Right.
I: Was there anything difficult about the decision for you?
BETTY: Um, difficult about the decision. Not really, no.
I: So can you remember back to your earliest recollections of your thoughts about
yourself as a mother?
DEB: I really didn't ever think about it. I never did.
I: So you never pictured yourself having children or [interrupted].
DEB: No.
I: So you never really saw yourself doing it?
DEB: Nope.
I: Okay. When you realized you were a lesbian, what effect did this have on your
ideas about motherhood?
DEB: Didn't change it.
I: Okay. Was this kind of an easy decision for you?
DEB: Oh, very.
I: What made it easy do you think?
DEB: I was just sure. I don't really think it was a decision. I just, just never
wanted kids.
I: What role would you say your identity as a lesbian plays currently in this decision
[to not have children]? Does that matter? Does that factor in?
ANN: Um, let's see. Maybe, [pause] But I don't think it has, I don't think it has a
really big effect.
I: Okay. So it sounds like all along you felt like, "It doesn't fit for me to be a
mother," or "I'm not going to do this." So when you found out, figured out you
were a lesbian, that didn't really have an affect on it.
ELLA. I don't think so.
In the following quotes, we can also see that these non-mothers do not consider
lesbian identity as an obstacle to motherhood
ELLA: I mean, yes, granted it's more difficult, but I think if you want it bad
enough, you're, you're going to, you're going to, you know, if you're really
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feeling this need to have kids and, and that whole motherly thing, I mean I think
whether you're a lesbian or not, that's not going to influence it quite as much.
I: So it was more just that you didn't want kids?
ELLA: Right. Like it was pretty much like the whole, you know, not, yah.
ANN: I mean I still don't really want to have kids. I, I just don't. I mean I don't
have a desire to have kids, let's put it that way. But, as far as family goes, and
lesbians in general having kids, I, I've seen, you know, probably around five or six
lesbian couples that have kids. And, um, it's a very loving, caring, um,
environment for these kids, and I like it. You know, I see nothing wrong with it at
all. I see nothing wrong with it at all.
Mothers
Even though Val talks in other places in her transcript about the meaning and
importance that lesbian identity has in relation to motherhood, here in this excerpt she
remembers back to a time when it was not an issue.
I: When you realized you were a lesbian, did that have any effect on your thoughts
about motherhood?
VAL: Well, I really wasn't thinking about motherhood then.
I: So it wasn't as if that altered your ideas about motherhood. It was still just,
hadn't really, it wasn't an issue.
VAL: Right. It was a total non-issue. I didn't know any lesbians who were
parents. I didn't, um, I don't know. Just I didn't think about motherhood,
certainly not when I was in college.
Similarly, Toni talks often in her interview about the meaning that lesbian identity
has for her in relation to her identity as a mother. However in this excerpt, Toni talks
about her lesbian identity as a non-issue in that it could not have prevented her from
pursuing motherhood.
TONI: I mean even when I just like at first realized that I was a lesbian, I didn't,
there wasn't a second when I thought, "Oh, my God. That means I'm not
gonna..." I guess there was a second when I thought, "Oh, my God. That means
I'm not going to get married." But there wasn't a second when I thought, "Oh, my
God. That's means I'm not going to become a mom." Like I knew even then that
I, somehow, some way, I was going to be a mom.
This sub-theme has revealed that in some ways lesbian identity is a non-issue for
both lesbian mothers and non-mothers. For non-mothers, with the exception of Cathy, it
was not a salient issue in their decision to forego motherhood. For mother Val, there was
a time when it was not an issue and for Toni it was not an issue that could prevent her
from pursuing motherhood.
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Category #3 - Self In Relation To Others
Throughout the interviews, it was obvious that relationships were a constant
theme in terms of how these women make sense of their experience with the issue of
motherhood. The sub-themes of meaning in this category are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Self in Relation to Partner
Self in Relation to Family of Origin
Self in Relation to Others Beyond Family of Origin
Self in Relation to Community/Society

Self In Relation To Partner
Included in this sub-theme of meaning are those responses that address the issue
of a dyadic relationship with a partner as well as the lack of that dyadic relationship.
Non-Mothers
Deb and Betty both find support in their partnership for their decision to forego
motherhood as can be seen in these passages. Also, note the concern that Deb has about
what motherhood would do to her relationship with her partner.
DEB: Um, with my partner and we both kind of have come to the agreement that
we're both pretty selfish as far as wanting our time and wanting to be not tied down
by what a kid, what that would do to our relationship.
DEB: [My partner] doesn't want to have kids.... And it just works out real well.
We don't, we see how cute, you know, like oh, they're cute, but we realize that
they're not for us.
BETTY: [My partner], um, has the same beliefs that I do, and she doesn't want to
have children, you know, and pretty much for the same reasons.
A loving partner who wanted to pursue motherhood would be the only thing that
would force Ella and Ann to at least think about the possibility of reversing their decision
and pursuing motherhood. The weight of meaning that a partner would have for both of
them on this issue can be seen in the following excerpts.
ELLA: Biologically, I would never have a kid. I'm a scientist; I've seen what
happens. [Laughs.] No. But, yah. I mean it would only be if someone, if I was
really in love with someone, and it was something that they really wanted. I mean I
think it also depends, too, whether they already have one or actually going out and
actively, you know, it's much easier. If they have them, okay, that's one thing.
But to actually go out and decide how you're going to do it and all that.
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I: So if you had a choice, you would definitely choose not to, but if you were
almost forced into it by, by falling into love with someone who already had a child
or, if push came to shove, where the partner wanted to have a child, you'd have to
think about it?
ELLA: I, I think I would have to think about it. I mean I think I would do
everything to not do it. You know. I mean just as far as, you know, everything
that I've said. I don't, I don't feel the need. If, if I was in a situation, I could be
very good to one, if there was one there and if I was in a sense, push came to
shove, I was forced to do it, then I would, I would be able to do that. But it would
be, I would try and, you know, in a sense, get out of it if I could just because that's
something that I don't need.
I: What do you suppose you would do if you met a woman and fell in love and you
became partners and she wanted to have children? How do you suppose you would
deal with that?
ANN: Um, I think I'd, I'd be supportive of it. I think I would be supportive of it,
um, because if this, you know, if my partner felt that strongly about it, if she really
wanted to have kids, then I would want to be a part of that, you know. I, yah, I
would definitely want to be a part of that.
I: Would you consider yourself a co-parent perhaps?
ANN: I don't think so. I think I would be an influence on, on the child, but, um, I
don't, I don't think I would have the right to be a co-parent. I don't know. I don't
know. Not unless, I mean, I don't know, not unless we got married, [pause] So
maybe, I don't know, I guess it had to, I guess it just depends on the situation, you
know, I mean the dynamics of the whole thing. If she wanted me to be considered
a co-parent, then I guess I'd be considered a co-parent. You know. But I don't
know if I'd really feel like a co-parent. See, this is all hypothetical though. But, I
don't know.
I: Okay. In the future, do you suppose there will be other influences on you? Can
you imagine a thing or person that will effect you and your ideas about your own
motherhood?
ANN: I think maybe a, a loving partner might change that idea, because I might see
how she feels about it, and that might enlighten me on, you know, what
motherhood is really about, what it's supposed to be about, other than what I've
seen. Yah. I think that, you know, having a loving partner would influence that.
I: In order for you to reverse your decision and have a child, what would need to
change?
ANN: I guess, um, my single status, right now. I would have to be involved in a
relationship, a very stable relationship.... Um, I would have to have a totally
supportive partner, and I would, I would just have to know that this relationship,
my partner and I's fsic] relationship, will last a long, long time. And it's a very
healthy relationship, not abusive, um. I really need to know that.
Cathy on the other hand does not believe that a partner would be able to affect her
decision to forego motherhood.
I: Do you have a sense of how you would react if you were involved with a partner
who you had made a commitment to, if that person really wanted to have children?
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CATHY: I would find out. [laughs] Hopefully I would know prior to making any
long-term commitment [laughs] if they wanted to do that or not. I, I can't do it. I
won't do it.
I: So you wouldn't make the commitment.
CATHY: No. If that was extremely important to them, I just, I can't do it and I
won't do it. So it won't work. And I, I do not see myself compromising on that
point.
Mothers
Partnership was also very important for most of the mothers. In fact, many of
them find so much meaning in their partnership, that if they were single or if their partner
refused to pursue motherhood with them; there is a good chance that they would forego
motherhood. This can be seen in the following quotes.
I: Now, but as a single person, a person without a partner, you would not pursue
[motherhood]?
SUE: No, I would not do that because I don't think that without a partner I would
have the strength to do it. Even the times when [my partner’s] not there for an
evening I think, "Oh, my goodness. I'm going to go crazy," because there's still
too much of me that needs, that needs to indulge.
I: What would need to change for you to reverse your decision and not be a mother
in this life? What would need to have had happened for you to not be a mother?
SUE: I would not have found a partner, and without a partner, someone I felt
would be a good parent, I wouldn't have chosen it, and I would have resisted it.
I: What would need to change for you to reverse your decision and not be a mother
in this life? What would need to have had happened for you to not be a mother?
ZORA: Hmmm. If I lost my relationship 'cause I, I don't think I could do it singly.
I: Can you suppose what might have happened if your partner had refused to have
kids with you?
TONI: I wouldn't have had kids. And I, I wouldn't have left her because of it.
And I would never have brought a child into the home that wasn't wanted. But it
would have been a big loss, really.
The health of the partner relationship was also important to Val and Sue in terms
of being able to pursue motherhood.
VAL: I think it's really important that, um, that [my partner] and I had, you know,
as good a relationship as we did and that we had a real basis for being able to
communicate in a really open way and be really clear and to be willing to fight and,
you know, and for me to learn to fair fight so that I could have these arguments
about becoming a parent and being a parent, um, and co-parenting with her in a
way, in a way that totally feels good to both of us, because it is the hardest thing
I've ever done in my life. And maybe because it's the most demanding, the most,
um, present, constantly present, activity of my life, um, that, that we just, I can't, I
don't, you know, when I hear people, the divorce rate is 50 percent, I, I think that
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that [sic] number must be skewed by the fact that people are stubborn and stay
together and that's the only reason, because it would be so easy. I could, I could
just see how people just don't stay together when they have kids because it's, it's
so much strain and stress. If you don't have a really good relationship or you're
not really willing to work really hard on it, um, and maybe some people do
parenting differently. Maybe this isn't the universal experience. This is my
experience.
SUE: I would say the, the health of our, or [my partner] and my relationship, was
important [in our decision to pursue motherhood].
Another important dyadic factor for mothers was the negotiation with partners
about the pursuit of motherhood. Sue and Rose both needed time and a bit of coaxing to
eventually pursue motherhood with their partners; while Toni was the one who needed to
be patient and help her partner feel more able to pursue motherhood.
SUE: Her urgency to be a mother was important in my moving ahead because I
didn't want to deny her something that was so important to her. And her ability to
convince me that we would do a good job. All those were important. [In the
decision to have a child]
ROSE: ... my partner was much more ready earlier to have a baby. She brought it
up. We talked about it, and really, I said I needed some time to get through this and
work on this, and didn't do a lot of open work with her, just really tried to work on
my own phobia, and really did the work, and got to a point where I felt like I was
ready.
TONI: [My partner] knew I always wanted to have a baby. And, um, I think at the
beginning, she didn't quite know how that was going to play out. We didn't talk
about specifics. I mean she kind of knew that I always wanted to be a mom. And I
think she, you know, thought about it for a long time. And, as the, as the years
went on, and she got, um, see, the thing is, she never baby-sat when she was a kid.
She never spent a lot of time around infants, so I don't think she had ever given it a
lot of thought. But when I started talking about it and she started to see what our
lives could be like, I think she started to come around, and say, "God. You know,
that would be neat." I don't at all feel like I pressured her into it. I do feel like if it
wasn't for me, she wouldn't have kids with another woman. I don't know if she
would with a man. I can't say that. But I don't think she would have initiated it.
But I, but I don't at all feel like I pressured her. I feel like she really just, when the
time came, and we talked a lot about it, she really did want to have a, want to have a
child.
For Sue, it was important that her partner not be changed by motherhood. Her
concern around this is evident in the following passage.
SUE: Um, the only thing I would, the only thing I would add would be that it, I did
feel a sense of, um, panic when, the times when [my partner] talked about not
working, that all of a sudden, that was going to feel much more like the roles my
parents played if she didn't continue working. And the times that she had, has
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mentioned that when her job wasn't going so well in September or October, has
made me, um, did make me feel like she would become more the person my mother
was and less of her own person. Um, so I was very glad when, I think we could
have gotten through it, but it postponed that issue or eliminated that issue for me.
So I was glad for that.
Zora and her partner also had concerns about the effect that motherhood would
have on their relationship as can be seen in the following quote.
ZORA: Well, I mean the factor in terms of, I mean the thing that [my partner] is
most worried about is losing our relationship, or losing parts of our relationship,
and it's definitely the thing I also, in some sense, that I worry about it sometimes.
In summary, partner variables have a lot of meaning for these lesbians both in
terms of pursuing and foregoing motherhood. Both non-mothers and mothers place a lot
of importance on the presence or absence of a partner and on whether or not that partner
matches their desire to either pursue or forego motherhood. And both groups also have
concerns about the effect that the issue of motherhood has on the health of their partner
relationship.
Self In Relation To Family Of Origin
Included in this sub-theme of meaning are those responses that include family of
origin dynamics and relationships as a source of meaning around the issue of
motherhood.
Non-Mothers
Family of origin has meaning for some of the non-mothers in terms of whether or
not they were pressured by their family of origin to have children.
DEB: [My parents], you know, they really, they love the kids, the grandkids, you
know. It's right in that norm, you know? It's normal to get married and have
children. That's what you should do. But they've never forced it on me.
ELEA: I think that, of course, your parents always want you to have, they want to
have grandkids, so that type of thing. When I came out to my parents, my mother
got really upset because she's like, "I just don't want you to lose out on things that
other families have." And, so I said to her. I'm like, "What? Like kids? I don't
want 'em." You know, so my mother was just like, you know, practically in tears,
and she was like, "But it would have been your kids that would have meant the
most to me because I am a woman," her being a woman and me, her wanting to
help me plan my wedding and that type of thing.
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And so I think, a lot of times I feel really bad about that, because I love my
parents to death, and I want to do, you know, just like my father, "Well, you,
you're daddy's little girl," and that type of thing. And so, urn, that, I mean I'm
psyched that my brother's have kids because then it's not like my parents aren't
going to have them. So it kind of, it definitely takes some responsibility or, you
know, guilt off of my shoulders because they do have kids and, um, so definitely.
But it wasn't always like, like some families are like, "You need to get
married, have kids and raise them." But my parents were never like that, I think,
because my parents, you know, I mean it's weird, but from the area that I'm from,
it's like normally you just go off to college, you know, you get a degree, you
know, you usually get a job, whereas in some, it's just like, um, you know, maybe
you just like get in a marriage and the woman stays home, has the kids, you know
where they're not like that at all. You know, so they're more into, you know, you
should make sure you have a stable, a job, you know, you're educated, you know,
so if you want to have a job, or if you do want to stay home, you know, that's fine,
but at least you're educated and so they're not like just, you know, just have kids,
stuff like that.
For Cathy, the pressure she feels from her family is to not have children. This is
because of the familial belief that it is a bad thing to be gay and certainly a bad thing for
lesbians to be mothers. Numerous excerpts are included here to give a sense of the great
deal of meaning that family of origin obviously has for Cathy.

CATHY: I, also with such a big family and the respect I had for my mother. You
know, growing up I remember thinking I want a large family too. I can't wait to
have kids. I'm having a lot of kids.
I: And when did that change?
CATHY: When I [laughs] became gay.

CATHY: I think my mother. She's [the influence]. She's, she's a great mother.
She's the mother I want to be if I was one.
I: If you could imagine this without it being too traumatic, imagine that all of a
sudden you existed in this world alone without your family. You had your friends
and your job. Do you think you'd have kids then?
CATHY: Well, at that point in time I may not even care what society thinks because
I don't have a family that I live for or live to be judged by, whatever. I don't know.
Maybe it's the way I was brought up. I think there's a male influence that needs to
be there. I just, I don't think I would do justice to a child and I would really be
scared about that.
I: Anything else about that, about motherhood and kind of the way other people
have influenced your decisions about motherhood?
CATHY: I think it really is based on my family, and I just-maybe this whole
stigma placed on the gay lifestyle and whatever. It's just—first of all that's not
accepted and then God forbid if we start bringing the family unit into that as well.
The family, family is, is, you know, extremely important in my family. And
just, you know, we are family and we're close and the family unit—There hasn't^
been any divorce in the family, no separation and no-it's just, I don't know. It's
surreal kind of. It's just placed on a pedestal.
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So first of all to have a gay lifestyle, I mean that's number one blow. All of a
sudden if they have a family involved as well, that would really be [laughs-stops
talking].
I: In order for you to reverse your decision and, and decide to have kids as, a gay
person what would need to change?
CATHY: Oh boy. [sighs] I would have to be all by myself. My family would have
to be disintegrated, gone away, everybody. I would have to have no connection
with any family.
I: Um [pause] Is [there] anything that I haven't asked you about in terms of the
meaning that not having children has for you that you think is important?
CATHY: [pause] Well, you've got the male, the male influence that I strongly
believe in. Again, I think that relates back to my, to my family, to my father who I
have the utmost respect for. And I think seeing his part within and the role he
played within my family, I think it's crucial, critical for, you know, for a family
unit, a nuclear family to have that. And I don't, I believe that a lesbian couple can
never provide that to their child. And, and that it's not, it's a void that's not right
and that's, that's harmful or could potentially hurt the child, whether the child be
male or female.
Family of origin was also mentioned by Ann who saw her parents as negative role
models and for Deb whose mother was a positive role model.

ANN: Okay. Well, I guess, um, my parents are the biggest influence on me
because, um, I just saw that having kids with them was just really not a positive
thing, you know, so I just, you know, I don't know. I didn't get a good sense of,
you know, what motherhood is supposed to be like. I didn't get a real positive
sense of that.... Factors that were important to me to not have kids? Um, well
maybe my , my family life. You know, I saw how, how much of a burden kids
were on my mom and dad. So, maybe I think that a kid will be a burden. You
know, if I have a child, it will be a burden. You know, I mean it sounds kind of
cruel, but I mean that's, you know, that's what, um, that's what I feel, what I see.

DEB: Well, I mean the primary one is my mother and how she was as a mother.
Was kind of like, if I ever did want to have kids I guess that would be my role
model.

DEB: [My mother’s] a very positive role model as far as that's concerned. It just
doesn't happen to be for me.

Mothers
Family of origin influence in terms of role modeling was also mentioned by
women in the mother’s group. Both positive and negative experiences are illustrated by
the following quotes.
ROSE: I guess most importantly would be my, the models I've had of mothering,
my mother and her mother mostly, and just to, that it was the center of their life.
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It's their, their work and their love and something that they get and got a lot of
satisfaction from.
ROSE: I think there's a real respect of, of mothering, you know. Motherhood was
always a positive [in my family], so that's been, I think, the biggest influence.
TONI: And there was something about me that always knew that I wanted to raise a
child. I wonder if, I was just wondering this right now, if part of it is because I
knew that I could do a better job than my mom, and I want to do a better job than
my mom. Maybe that's, that might even be part of it. Kind of strange, and
sickening, but that might even deal with part of it.
TONI: I think about my mom and, um, that there were some things she did, you
know, a mom is a mom. And the things that I liked about her being a mom and
there are things I didn't like about her being a mom. How I would be different,
um, raising my own children. So that's, that's one. And I know that I would, the
things I want to do is fsicl be more nurturing and be there for my children, more
than she was there for her children.
My Dad. Similar kinds of things. Um, I would like them, I would like my
children to respect me as much as I respect my dad. Um, so I thought about him, I
guess, when I thought about becoming a mom, um, about being a parent, you
know. Thinking about that, what I had said before about him really living for his
children, and that if he could save himself or his children, he would save his
children. There would be no question. That was in my head, thinking about
becoming a mom. I mean that's, that's the way I wanted to feel about my kids, and
I didn't want to have kids unless I was going to feel that way. And I did.
Family of origin was important for mothers also in terms of the support/pressure
they received about pursuing motherhood
SUE: When I was in college, my mother showed me the box of things that she had
begun to buy for her grandchildren; that she was already thinking about babies and
when they would come and who would have them. It was always more important
for me to have kids than for my brother. She would talk to me about that more than
she would talk to him. Um, so it was very clear that that's what she wanted and
was anticipating.... I always used to snap at her when she did it. I'd say, "That's
not realistic. You shouldn't show me that. Don't rush me," and all those. I would
definitely put her off and say, "You know, I'm not even pregnant. Why are you
doing this?"
ROSE: And, um, I think one of the hard things for my mother when I came out to
her was that she felt the two were exclusive 'cause she thought, she said, "It gets
lonely and it's something about not having a family. You'll miss out on a lot not
having a family." And when I told her I was planning on having a family, she, um,
she said, "I'm glad you're not denying yourself that."
TONI: I mean, women should be moms. You know, that was a view in my
household. But it was okay that we weren't. My parents really wanted
grandchildren. But we weren't raised that, you know, when you hit 25, you know,
you're going to get married and have two children. I mean it wasn't that at all. I
mean they wanted grandchildren, but when we didn't give them to them, that was
okay. I think it's okay that we weren't moms, but it's not okay that we didn't have
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grandchildren, if that makes any sense. It wasn't the mom part they were
concerned about, it was the having the kids, the grandchildren.
And, and then it wasn't until we decided to have a baby that I even, you
know, said anything to them. And I said," [My partner] and I want to start a
family. We want to have a baby." And that was the first time I can ever remember
bringing out something like this. And we didn't even really talk about it much.
Um, my mom was very happy. And my dad immediately said, you know, "Well,
I'm not sure if you're ready for this. Are you sure you're ready for this?" And I
said, and I was ready for that question, 'cause I knew that would be what my dad
was going to want to know, and I said, "Dad, we've seen a financial advisor, and
this is what we've done in terms of becoming financially prepared, and I've talked
to people at work and this is, and [my partner] has talked with people at work. And
this is what we've done to get our houses, our house in order and our lives in
order," dah, dah, dah. We went through everything. And he said, "Well, I guess
you do have everything ready." My mom was thrilled. She was going to have a
grandchild, and she was very excited.
SUE: We had an open discussion with [my partner’s] parents about, that we were
going to start trying because we wanted to, I think, get their blessing, but also let
them know that this was going to be happening.
Both Sue and Toni commented on the fact that their pursuit of motherhood had
meaning for their family of origin in that Sue’s father and Toni’s mother saw their
grandchildren as a second chance to nurture a child and perhaps do better the second time
around than they did with their own children.
TONI: I think my guess is that my mom wanted so badly to have grandchildren
'cause she wanted a second chance. She wanted to try to be a mom, you know,
and she felt like she kind of blew her first chance. So she wanted to try this out.
TONI: [My mom is] trying to make ties now that I think she realizes that she wasn't
as close to us as she wanted to be when we were growing up, so she tries now to,
to be close now, get her grandkids around, and I think she sees the way that we
interact with our kids. She's sad that she didn't have that.
SUE: I think it definitely is, a second chance, I think if, I think [my father], um,
welcomes the opportunity to be involved in, in the lives of his grandchildren.
For both Sue and Toni then, having children has helped bring them closer to their
parents. This is similar to Zora who is discovering that the pursuit of motherhood is a
possible bridge to a more positive relationship with her own mother.
ZORA: My mother, my mother still thinks it's odd. I mean she said that, um, we
were, when I told her I wanted to have kids, in fact, one of the best conversations
that, one of the first best conversations we had after my whole anger period with
her, 'cause there were years where I, every time I talked to her, all I did was get
mad at her. Um, but it was one of my first best conversations was calling her to
ask her about raising children.
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For Rose, family of origin members were important because of the obstacle they
represented for her in her pursuit of motherhood.
ROSE: I did a lot of work with my family, and then more recently, as I said, the
past, you know, half a year, have really tried to [work on the relationship with my
family] because it was definitely a holding block to me feeling comfortable as a
parent
ROSE: Um, I was really afraid of the children being rejected by my family, and that
felt very painful. And I think what I realized is that I was afraid of being rejected by
my family, and I hadn't really gotten to where I needed to. I hadn't challenged it
enough to know if they would [support or reject me]. And I think I needed to really
push, push some of the limits to find out where I stood. And now in retrospect, I
feel resentful. That's one emotion that came up that it took me so long to get where
I am, not because I wanted kids, you know, would have wanted kids so many
years ago, but because I, I held up [my partner] and asked her to wait, and now
we're having trouble getting pregnant which is a very painful process. And it sort
of brings it back. It comes back around.
In summary then, family of origin had at least some meaning for all of the
narrators in their experience with either pursuing or foregoing motherhood. The most
salient issues for both mothers and non-mothers seem to be the support and or pressure
received to either pursue or forego motherhood, the positive and negative role modeling
they were exposed to, the values of their family of origin, and their current relationships
with family members, whether that be in working on issues of homophobia or being
reunited by the provision of grandchildren.
Self In Relation To Others Beyond Family Of Origin
This sub-theme includes any responses that alluded to people in the narrator’s
community (beyond partner and family of origin), who have meaning for them in
relation to the issue of motherhood.

Non-Mothers
For Cathy, seeing lesbian mothers makes her uncomfortable and strengthens her
conviction that lesbian motherhood is not something that she is comfortable with.

CATHY: I just, you know, I see, I don't know if this is influential, but I see lesbian
mothers and I just kinda, I'm uneasy about it.... I was driving to work today and
we saw [an acquaintance] And we stopped and said hello. And it's just an
uneasiness 'cause I know she's gay and has this child and there's no father
[laughs]. And I'm not sure how to accept it. I mean it was fine with, with the child
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and with her daughter and with her and to talk to her and everything. But I iust had
this uneasy feeling inside.
In contrast to Cathy, Ann s respect for the lesbian mothers that she knows
confirms her belief that there is nothing wrong with lesbian motherhood. This respect for
lesbians who do mother is in line with Ann’s belief that her decision to forego
motherhood stems more from a lack of desire, rather than from any sort of internal belief
that it is wrong for lesbians to have children.

ANN: I mean I don't have a desire to have kids, let's put it that way. But, as far as
family goes, and lesbians in general having kids, I, I've seen, you know, probably
around five or six lesbian couples that have kids. And, urn, it's a very loving,
caring, urn, environment for these kids, and I like it. You know, I see nothing
wrong with it at all. I see nothing wrong with it at all.

Mothers
The mothers seemed to find meaning in both lesbian and heterosexual role
models. The meaning that these people have for the mothers is illustrated by the
following excerpts.
ROSE: I definitely see where it played out in my living situation, I lived upstairs in
a two family and the two women downstairs had two boys, and seeing, you know,
one, both women are good friends of ours, seeing one of my closest friends go
through a pregnancy, go through the process of getting pregnant, being pregnant,
almost caught the delivery, almost was there on time, and then seeing them as
parents made me put a reality to something that I never had seen before. So I have a
very concrete sort of, I need to see how it plays out, and that really helped.
VAL: I think these, these women who did it in Boston were important. The
decision that we have some very good friends out in Boston also, different people,
who, um, have two kids who are our kids' age basically, [sicl
VAL: The other is seeing, um, gay and lesbian people parent and, like I said, seeing
it played out in action and realizing that it's just day to day, you know, staying in
there, being in a relationship, um, and raising your family and having values that
are important and playing them out.
SUE: In addition to [my partner]. Well, my friend, a friend, um, in fact, a circle of
friends were important to bounce ideas off of and to really see if they saw problems
that we weren't anticipating. Occasionally, that would come up. People would talk
about both our jobs, or child care, or family, um, in a way that we hadn't conceived
of, so it was important for us to, to have discussions before we actually tried to
conceive.
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TONI: I think of [my best friend’s] mother, who I think is just the epitome of a
wonderful mom. And I thought about her a lot when I wanted, when I thought
about having children. I would like to be a mom like she's a mom.
TONI: Another strong influence is, um, [two heterosexual friends] and their
children.... [They] are two friends of ours, married, they have two children....
They have been a strong influence on, on my decision to be a mother, and things
that are in my head as I try to teach my own son how to deal with this world.
Therefore, both heterosexual and lesbian non-familial role models and influential
persons have meaning for mothers in their pursuit of motherhood. For non-mothers
though, only two women mentioned non familial influences and both of these influences
were lesbian mothers rather than non-mothers. In other words, the non-mothers did not
mention any non-mother role models or influential persons that had meaning for them in
their own foregoing of motherhood.
Self In Relation To Community/Society
This sub-theme of self in relation includes any responses that spoke to the
meaning that the local community or the larger society and culture have for narrators in
their experience with motherhood. This also includes influences of other people, but
unlike the previous sub-theme, these people are mentioned as a somewhat ambiguous
group, rather than as a specific person or persons such as those mentioned in the previous
sub-theme.

Non-Mothers
Both Ann and Ella mentioned the impact of the community and society, but both
eventually downplay its significance as can be seen in the following excerpts.

ANN: I don't think, I think that society, you know, our culture might have some
influence, not a big influence, but some influence on, on my decision, because of
my concerns about what other people think and how that, um, you know, if I had a
child, oh, God. There would be some talk. You know, either my family and, you
know, [sic] But I think that, um, it's, it's not a, if I felt as strongly, you know, if I
felt that I wanted to have a kid, you know, I, I don't, you know, I would try not to
let culture or society get in the way. But that is, that is something. That's kind of a
factor.
Um, ah, let's see. I don't, I don't think that religion, you know, I don't, I
don't really have a problem with that. I don't think religion has been an influence in
making my decision. And, um, just because I'm so unsure of what I believe in,
you know, at this point. You know, I, sometimes I think that Catholicism is a joke.
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you know. And, um, you know, I might sometimes feel, um, if I ever decided to
have a kid, you know, I might feel rebellious towards the, towards the catholic
church. If I want to have a kid, you know. I'm going to have a kid. So I would
feel more rebellious. Really that wouldn't be a big influence.
I: So would you say it's a more internal, like more internal factors, than external
factors [interrupted].
ANN: Absolutely.
I: ...that influence you?
ANN: Absolutely.

ELLA: And, and I mean just, you know, you hear the issues today of all lesbians,
you know, where having a kid and growing up and how is that kid going to feel?
How is the community going to treat them? I mean that's like a whole issue in
itself.
I: So the whole homophobia part?
ELLA: Right.
I: It sounds like when you figured out you were gay that that [sic] kind of even
strengthened your decision because then there was, this whole issue of homophobia
and the kids wouldn't be treated well.
ELLA: I don't know, because I mean the way that you just said it there makes it
sound like it's an excuse not to have kids, [like I wouldn’t] have them because, you
know, people are going to say, you know. I mean, yes, granted it's more difficult,
but I think if you want it bad enough, you're, you're going to, you're going to, you
know, if you're really feeling this need to have kids and, and that whole motherly
thing, I mean I think whether you're a lesbian or not, that's not going to influence it
quite as much.
I: So it was more just that you didn't want kids?
ELLA: Right. Like it was pretty much like the whole, you know, not, yah.
Cathy, on the other hand is very strongly influenced by the local community in
terms of her level of comfort in her job setting and the larger society in terms of the
discrimination she would face as a lesbian mother.
(In response to a question asking what would need to change in order for her to
reverse her decision and pursue motherhood. This is only part of her response.)
CATHY: I would have to be more comfortable within my job, my job setting. You
know I think it would be totally fine in accepting but I'm not comfortable in letting it
be known. So I would have to be more comfortable that way.
I think society would have to change as well, because I would want, I would
want society to be more accepting of me doing that. I, I'm afraid. I would be
scared that if I had this child and I'm a lesbian that people would look at me like oh.
I'd be in the minority. I wouldn't be the norm and I'd be looked at and criticized.
And that would be difficult for me.

Mothers
Mothers have found a lot of positive meaning and support in the local community
with its liberal churches and lesbian mother role models. Their appreciation for the local
culture can be seen in the following excerpts.

97

SUE: Mmmm. I think being in this area has certainly helped us to know that we
weren't the only people considering it and that [our son] would have other children
who were children of lesbians with friends who were children of lesbians so that he
would not feel alone in it. He would have support systems. That was important for
both of us to know that. And maybe even for our own selves, but we have not
sought it out, and so I don't think it was as important for us because our own, our
support network we had without him has remained the same and supportive. So we
haven't sought out other lesbian mothers necessarily, but I think it will be important
for him, for us to seek them out for him.
SUE: For the most part, I feel very good about the lesbian-mother community that
is here, and so, often times their, our roles compliment each other. Lesbian and
mother compliment each other in this community, and for that I'm very thankful.
SUE: We saw lesbian mothers at church. That was the principle place where we
saw them, in the Unitarian Society.
ROSE: I really have a lot of respect for people who bring up kids in the midwest
and physically a lot of places in our country. So I definitely think the community
will be a big factor and [I] plan on staying involved in the, you know, they do
some, I just went to a conference on gay/lesbian parenting.
TONI: I think a part of it, too, is where we live. I don't think this decision would
have been as easy for us if we lived in Montana or Oregon... living in
Northampton is pretty nice. So that might be a factor as well.
TONI: Um, I think of being in the Unitarian church and listening to, being up on
the balcony, and hearing them sing, um, "Gentle Loving People," that song, and
"We're singing for our lives." And there's a verse in that song that says, "We are
gay and straight together, and we're singing for our lives." And looking down as
we're singing that song, and seeing in the same pew, and I see this very clearly in
my head, an elderly couple, a man and a woman, next to two women with a baby,
and the five of them singing.... Um, and that's a wonderful environment. That's
what, that's what kids need to see.
ZORA: I mean seeing other people do it. Like drive through Northampton and see
other women with, even two, two women, clearly together, um, with a child... So
actually seeing it is believing it
VAL: Or maybe if I was forced to live in a place where being out was impossible,
or, you know, because it was too, you know, like if you're living in the south for
some reason, you know, if there wasn't, I don't know of the south well enough,
like if there wasn't a haven there. That could have stopped me.
As Val points out though, even in the liberal Northampton area, the threat of
homophobia and discrimination is still an issue.
VAL: I think, you know, we're really insulated here in Northampton. But not even
here, you know, there's, there's a lot of, um, you know, we think that this
community accepts it as a whole, but it doesn't, you know. Um, but we at least are
free 'cause we have a force of numbers to, to, you know, make us feel safer. We
have a sign, you know, "Value all Families, Vote Yes on 2." What do you call it?
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A placard in our yard. And I was afraid a little bit on Halloween somebody would,
you know, do something, and, you know, somebody threw a pumpkin through
[our neighbor’s] window in the car, you know. And I don't know if it had
anything to do with it, but it crossed my mind. I thought maybe we should take the
sign out just for this night. And the first night that we had it up, I had these images
of somebody setting our house on fire, so I was scared. And I wouldn't let the
fear, you know, make me take it down. But I mean in the middle of the night, I
woke up 'cause one of the kids had, and some car go by [sic], and I got paranoid.
So that, you know, that was scary. So I think that that's part of the, one of the
biggest things that's present in that way.
Val also points out though, that she feels that she gains a certain amount of respect
from society by being a mother.
(In response to a question that asks what she gains by pursuing motherhood.)
VAL: A certain amount of respect from society. I think there's sort of a, a lot of
people who wouldn't normally talk to you definitely engage with you. You gain a
whole community of people, even, even people that you would talk to anyway, but
there's a certain amount of engagement, more engagement that happens around, I
think, kids.
For Rose, being a health care provider out in the community has helped empower
her in terms of her own ability to be a parent.
ROSE: I think being in medicine and seeing a lot of different families, sort of
reconstructed in all different ways, and there's something I think about seeing all
people of all different backgrounds having families that, I mean it sounds real
homophobic, but it's the way I used to look at it is, "Well, if they can have kids, I
should be able to, right? If they can have kids, why can't I?" And not in any
negative way, but people who are living in really tough situations and, and it sort
of, I think coming to terms with the fact that I'm a capable, loving person and
letting myself go with that.
Mothers also talked about their assessment of the impact that society will have on
them as lesbian mothers. Val and Zora mention ways that the situation is improving,
while other comments from Val and Rose are more negative.
ZORA: My child can grow up in a world where they're not going to be the only
person who has two moms. And, and it will be okay. You know, our world is
getting more accepting, I believe.
VAL: On the other hand, I think that as we've become more visible and more
commonplace that, that, you know, it probably won't be in our lifetimes, but
someday we will be as mainstream and there will be, of course, that more insidious
hate that you can't quite name like, like blacks. You know, but at least there's no
overt, um, acceptable racism. I mean there's a lot of covert stuff that goes on.
VAL: You know, of course, the positive stuff, you know, messages, you know,
when we were de-classified, when the DSM-3 is, you know, it's some disorder.
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And, you know, of course, the media in many ways is very positive. You know.
Most television shows anyway portray, you know, even to the corny. I mean I
don't watch much television, but some of it, you hear about the story lines, to the
point where it's just, this isn't like, "Heather has two mommies." It's not about the
relationship of two lesbians. It's about, you know, just like any relationship, it just
sort of part or the scene.
VAL: Yah. I'm afraid of the way our, you know, our government is, is turning,
because I think that the attitudes that are fostered create more homophobia.
VAL: Well, I think with the rise, you know, in the religious right, there's a lot of
negative messages. And what used to be a lot more overt, you know, it's more
insidious now. So that's almost more scary to me 'cause it becomes part of the,
you know, legislative agenda as opposed to KKK coming to your town, you know,
the neo-nazis coming to your town or something like that. Um, so, so there's, I
feel like there's a lot of energy we put in to prove ourselves. I think that's a big
negative, that we can't just be. You know, we can't just be who we are and, you
know, live and let live.
ROSE: I guess I worry that society, that the shifting that's going on with racism and
homophobia becoming more accepted. It's more just shift away from acceptance
that it's going to be a problem.
In summary then, it is obvious that mothers find a great deal of meaning in both
the local community and the larger society and culture. Non-mothers, on the other hand,
did not mention these factors as much and when they did they downplayed their
significance. The exception to this is Cathy, who is greatly intimidated by the
homophobia that she perceives in both the local community and the larger society.
Category #4 - Self In Relation To The Decision To Pursue Or Forego Motherhood
The decision of whether or not to be a mother seemed to have a lot of meaning for
narrators on a number of different levels. These levels are illustrated by the following
sub-themes:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Level of Difficulty of the Decision
Emotion Associated with the Decision
Gain/Loss Associated with the Decision
Comfort Level/Certainty/Ambivalence of the Decision

Level Of Difficulty Of The Decision
Included in this sub-theme are responses that indicate how easy or difficult it was
for narrators to make the decision to either pursue or forego motherhood.
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NonMothers
For most of the non-mothers, the decision to forego motherhood was an easy one
as can be seen in the following excerpts.
I: Was this kind of an easy decision for you?
DEB: Oh, very.
I: What made it easy do you think?
DEB: I was just sure. I don't really think it was a decision. I just, just never
wanted kids.
I: Was there anything difficult about the decision for you?
BETTY: Um, difficult about the decision. Not really, no.
I: Do you think it was an easy decision for you to make to not be a mother?
ANN: Yes.
I: What do you think made it easy?
ANN: Well, I guess because I knew that, um, I guess I just know I'm not a patient
person, so I, I, I feel, I mean I just, I love kids, you know, and I love to be around
them, but I don't want that responsibility. You know, I just don't want to be
responsible for a kid, you know, at this point.
For Ella, the decision had been easy, but recent events had made it a little more
difficult as she explains in the first passage that follows. However, as opposed to the
ambivalence in the first passage, we get more of a sense of certainty in the second
passage. Ella’s alternating certainty and ambivalence will be discussed further in the
fourth subtheme of this category.
I: So it was a pretty easy decision?
ELLA: Well, sometimes easy, yes. But actually, like I said, you know, this past,
this last relationship just, you know, actually thinking about it, you know, like
sometimes thought it would be nice to have a family, that type of thing, because I'm
so close to my family, but and also, well, just having one in the family or wanting it
to be more of a unit as opposed to just you and that one.
ELLA: It's something that I've thought about where definitely with this past, being
with this woman who was like, "Oh, I'd like to have a kid." And now I'm like,
this is something that I definitely don't want.
For Cathy, it was not even a decision. It was more of an adherence to her value
system that prohibited her from even considering the decision. In other words, she did
not have a choice about her decision to forego motherhood because pursuing motherhood
was not an option for her because of her lesbian identity.
I: Was it an easy decision or difficult decision?

101

CATHY: I don't think it was a decision. It just came with the territory as far as I, I
was concerned.
I: Can you tell me what you mean by that?
CATHY: Yeah. Because I, because I'm gay and that's my lifestyle now, children
are not an option. I just, I just think it's too difficult. I don't know. I just think
there's too much to bringing up a child that precludes a gay person or a lesbian
couple to bring one up correctly in my mind.
Mothers
For most mothers it was an easy decision also. Although, as can be seen in the
following quotes from Toni and Val, some of the logistics above and beyond the basic
decision to pursue motherhood were more difficult.
TONI: It was an easy decision for me. I wanted to have the child, so that, I mean,
the logistics were a little tougher, but the decision to have a child was easy for me.
I: Was it an easy decision, would you say?
VAL: I think once we decided, we were down, we were there. You know.
I: It was easy?
VAL: Yah, it was easy to decide that I was going to go first, and it was easy to
decide that [my partner] would go second. Um, you know, the technicalities were
not easy, but to decide, "Yes, we're going to do this," yes, it was easy.
I: What do you think made it easy?
VAL: Well, you know, I had sort of come to it sooner and just, you know, was
clear that this is something that I wanted to do. And, like I said before, that attitude
of like if I want this thing, I can have this thing.
For Zora, the decision is one that she can not imagine regretting. While, for Sue,
the decision was easy only because of the slow pace of the decision making process.
I: Was it an easy decision for you?
ZORA: Yah, yah.
I: What do you think made it easy for you?
ZORA: I think it would be harder to decide not to. To be honest, I mean I think, I
think it's something that, no one is ever going to regret that they have a kid. You're
never going to say, "I just wish you were never bom." I can't imagine that there's
ever any parent that ever feels that way.
I: Was it an easy decision for you?
SUE: It was a slow decision. And because it was a slow decision, it felt gentle and
easy. If it, if there had been a urgency about it, I think it would have been much
more difficult, but by the time we got to say, "Now is the time to order the sperm,"
it was easy.
SUE: Without that, without that pace, it probably would have been excruciating.
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For Rose, it was a very difficult decision because of the work she had to do in
processing some of the homophobia that went along with the decision. In her second
quote though, we can see the strength of her conviction once she faced the decision.
I: Would you say it was an easy decision?
ROSE: No. I think it was one of the most difficult decisions I've ever made.
I: What do you think made it so difficult?
ROSE: Um, I was really afraid of the children being rejected by my family, and that
felt very painful. And I think what I realized is that I was afraid of being rejected by
my family, and I hadn't really gotten to where I needed to. I hadn't challenged it
enough to know if they would. So if I started coming out to their friends, would
they not want me around? If I did a public ceremony, would they not come? And I
think I needed to really push, push some of the limits to find out where I stood.
ROSE: I think that that Isicl was the most important thing to me, that the day I
realized I can't just let time go by and let time make that decision. I need to make it.
And once I was active in that, I could not come to peace with choosing not to be a
mother because that is truly not who I am. So that was important. I allowed myself
to be honest with myself.
In summary, the decision to pursue or forego motherhood seems to have been an
easy one for most of the mothers and non-mothers, with the exception of Rose for whom
it was very difficult.
Emotion Associated With The Decision
Included in this section are responses that articulate the emotional content of the
decision to either pursue or forego motherhood. Most excerpts are in direct response to a
question asking for the three emotions which the narrator felt most strongly about this
experience.
Non-Mothers
The majority of non-mothers had some difficulty answering this question. When
they did answer, their responses were more about a sense of rightness about their
decision, rather than what would be more typically thought of as emotions. These
cognitive type of emotional responses can be seen in the following passages.
I: When you think about not being a mother, forgoing motherhood as a lesbian,
what are the three emotions that you feel most strongly?
BETTY: Um, I think, um, my, I don't have a lot of real emotions about it, not like
regret or anything like that. Maybe just that it's, it's the right, right decision, um,
for me. Not relief, not regret. Um, so.
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I: So, just a sense of rightness. A sense that this fits for you.
J
I: Would you say a sense of peace with this decision?
BETTY: Definitely, yes, peace.

BETTY: Right.

DEB: Three emotions I feel most strongly? Cut that off for a second. I really don't
know. I'll have to think about that, [tape off] [tape on] I guess I feel, I feel, I feel
certain, comfortable and committed.

CATHY: I think about not being a mother as a lesbian. Three strongest emotions.
Urn, I feel right. I feel good about it. I think it's right. I think it's the right thing to
do. I have no hesitancy about it whatsoever, [long pause] Hmm. I don't know.
Is that answering the question?
I: Yeah, if that's all you can think of.
CATHY: Yeah. I feel good about it. I feel fine
I: So you feel good, you feel right.
CATHY: Right, urn hum, that it's the right decision.
I: And what was the third one?
CATHY: Strong about it.
Ella’s responses seems to be quite cognitive also, but her response also has a
“wandering” quality to it that gives a sense of confusion or ambivalence about the
decision.

ELLA: Well, first of all, I feel, definitely I feel more mature, as opposed to earlier,
you know, making, just having one, getting a dog just to get a dog. It's something
that I've thought about where definitely with this past, being with this woman who
was like, "Oh, I'd like to have a kid." And now I'm like, this is something that I
definitely don't want.
And then sometimes though I do feel like, well, am I selfish? You know, I
mean I will do anything for anybody, but yet now saying, "Well, I don't want a
kid," you know, is that because I'm selfish? But, actually, just now, through this, I
don't necessarily think it is. I think it's just that from what I need as a person, I
can't see it being filled in by a kid. Um, you know, and then, of course, you can't
help but wonder sometimes, "Well, am I going to miss out on something." You
know, you can't help but think, you know. I'll keep wondering.
Unlike the other non-mothers, Ann seems to be able to get in touch with her
emotion about the decision pretty easily.
I: What are the three emotions that you feel most strongly about this experience?
ANN: I, some kind of sadness, some kind of guilt, um, and maybe some kind of
relief, too, that I've made that decision and I'm not. I'm not, you know, having to
deal with that right now.

Mothers
The mothers were much more varied in their responses, gave more lengthy
responses and showed more affect while speaking. For most of them, the decision to
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pursue motherhood was associated with mainly very positive emotion as can be seen in
the following passages.
TONI: Love, I guess, is top one in me.... I mean I consider myself inside to have
this, just this amazing amount of love to give to other people and that there was too
much of it, that, you know, I gave like all I could to my partner and then a whole
bunch more to my friends, that I still had this emptiness where I had all this love
that had to go somewhere, and that's where it needed to go. It needed to go to this
baby, Um, so that's the number one thing.
What other emotions? Happiness. Just, um, just even the thought of
motherhood, thinking about having this baby in our lives would bring a smile to my
face. Um, and then just, you know, being pregnant. There was just, there was
always a smile on my face. Just general genuine happiness about bringing another
child into the world and what that was going to mean to our lives. And, um, and
again, when that baby came out and [my partner] put him on my chest, I mean I
was the happiest person in the whole world, and I was fulfilled and I was complete.
And I think the other, the third most important one is hope, that I have so
much hope for this child. And I have hope for me as a mom. You know. I think
this is a process that we, that the three of us are going to go through together. And
I have hope that I will have the strength and, and the good fortune and the
wherewithal to be a good mom and to give this kid everything I can and to prepare
him to be ready for the world and to be a good kid, and I have hope that, that he's
going to change the world.
ZORA: There's definitely longing, like this is, I don't know, I feel like I came
home. Sort of like how it felt [laughs] to be with a woman for the first time....
Um, so longing, in a way, to hold a baby and to watch a baby grow up. And love
would be the second, just I mean that would have to be obvious. Um, and, hmmm,
maybe then, I don't know, what would be a third emotion? I don't know. I don't
know what the. [stops talking]
I: Okay. Would you have a thought more than an emotion?
ZORA: Hmmm. Maybe it's, you know, the whole mystery of life, things like that,
and the miracle. I guess being open to miracles happening. And, um, that is, it is
the whole, it's a complete miracle that it even works, you know, that babies come
out perfectly formed.
I: So it's like an awe?
ZORA: Yah, yah. I guess that's the word.
ROSE: Um, one, the main one is just excitement. Um, I think the thought of
something that I never thought could happen, and we know it can happen.... Um,
so excitement. Um, a little bit of anxiety, just about the changes that bring life [sic].
It changes your world kind of just hoping that we can go with that.... And, um,
what's the other one? A sense of wholeness, really.... so a sense of coming full
circle almost, yah.
SUE: That, the emotions I feel most strongly are ... joy.... Um, I do feel like I am
pulled in more directions 'cause my job is busy and we, my priority would be to
spend more of my work time with the child, so there's some, there's a level of
anxiety about motherhood.... But for the most part, it's, the emotions that consume
me are happy ones.... So, um, it's overwhelmingly positive.
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SUE: Right. Anxiety sometime, both that things are going too quickly because I
can't appreciate it all, and that some of my time needs to be dedicated to things that,
responsibilities that I have in other realms of my life.
SUE: I don't, I don't feel a loss. In fact, I feel a sense of elation that I can actually
enjoy motherhood and not have to have had a pregnancy.
I: Do you feel a sense relief that, that... it's not your obligation to have the second
one?
SUE: Relief. Absolute relief that [my partner] would allow me not to choose it,
yes.
It took Rose a long time to make the decision and this has caused her to have
some negative feelings which can be seen in her words in the following passage.
ROSE: It feels unfair, [laughs] It feels like, you know, I was stalled for so many
years to get here, and now I'm really excited to parent. I can almost feel a child in
my arms, and now it's not happening. So it feels like we, as lesbians, and gay men
have to go through a lot, a lot more processing of this whole process, and then to
get to a point where when you start and it's all still, nothing about it happens
without planning, so in order to get pregnant, there's a lot of planning, foresight
and all this stuff. So then to be in the infertility part of it is just one more step.
ROSE: And now in retrospect, I feel resentful. That's one emotion that came up
that it took me so long to get where I am, not because I wanted kids, you know,
would have wanted kids so many years ago, but because I, I held up [my partner]
and asked her to wait, and now we're having trouble getting pregnant which is a
very painful process. And it sort of brings it back. It comes back around.
Val talked briefly about the decision she made to pursue motherhood as can be
seen in the first quote, but then in the second quote, she talks in more detail about her
current emotions as a mother of two children.
VAL: Well, it was, um, anxious and excited and worried that, you know, it's going
to be really hard to do, and getting [my partner] on board [was difficult].
VAL: Um, yah. Um, it fluctuates a lot. A lot of emotion. Um, sometimes it, one
of the big emotions are wishfulness, [sic] I sort of, I hate to admit it, but, you
know, of that wish for that longing for the time, you know, when there will be
more peace. You know, my kids still don't sleep through the night. You know.
It's like going on four years like that. Um, so I think that's one.
Um, and sometimes there is a, there is a complete, um. I'm thinking about
these words, "serenity" and "joy," but there's something else. It's sort of like a
high-five kind of feeling, like I, you know, I wanted this and I got it. It's like, I
mean it's, it's the hugest gift. Like, if fortunate is an emotion. Elation is an
emotion. The ride of getting here, being here.
Um, I think there's also an emotion of sort of, um, I feel sort of confused.
Not confused. Is that an emotion?.... Um, it's something about not knowing what
the future is going to be and there's sort of like this, you know, it's sort of like, is
there some word for.... It's more curiosity.... Where are we going? What's going
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to happen? Where are we going to be? Yah. Inquisitive. I don't know if that's an
emotion, but anyway.
In the following quote, now that the decision is made, Zora gets in touch with
some of her fears about her lack of control in terms of conceiving.
ZORA: I feel kind of, the only thing is I feel kind of funny because I'm not a mom
yet, and I think, and what if I'm infertile and I don't get to be the mom and, you
know, and I said all these things and so I'm scared of that, 'cause I've never been
pregnant. You know, I don't even know if it's possible, but [stops talking].
I: So you've sort of spoken how much this means to you and then you might not
get the chance?
ZORA: Yah. That's very scary, very scary.
In terms of emotion associated with the decision, therefore, the narrators in the
mother group seemed more able to access their emotions, and also displayed more affect
and greater variability in their responses while exploring these emotions. The non¬
mothers, on the other hand, seemed to respond in a more cerebral, somewhat reserved
fashion and they often spoke of a sense of rightness that this decision had for them.
Gain/Loss Associated With The Decision
This sub-theme includes those responses that indicate a sense of the meaning that
pursuing or foregoing motherhood has in terms of what is gained or lost. Most excerpts
are in direct response to questions asked about what is gained or lost by either pursuing
or foregoing motherhood.

Non-Mothers
Most of the non-mothers cited flexibility, independence and the freedom to do
what they want in life as gains incurred by foregoing motherhood. Deb and Ann
insightfully point out though, that they don’t really gain these things, but rather maintain
them by not having a child.
I: What do you suppose you gain by foregoing motherhood?
BETTY: Um, like I said before, independence and flexibility. Um, yah,
independence and flexibility.
I: Um, what do you feel that you gain through this experience or through this
decision?
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DEB: No, I don't really don't. I just kinda, it wasn't ever really a decision. I
haven't really put a lot—I guess I really haven't put a lot of thought in it. So I really
don't feel like I've really gained or really lost anything.
I: When you were talking before about having your time and your freedom and
things like that, are those, I wonder if those are some of the things that you're
gonna gain.
DEB: Yeah, I guess that would be it. Like it really wouldn't be gained, anything
gained. It's kinda just keeping them all the same.
I: What do you suppose you gained by foregoing motherhood? What do you gain
from this experience?
ANN: Gain. A gain?
I: Mmmm.
ANN: Oh, gosh, wow. I guess I don't gain anything really, I guess. I maintain,
um. I maintain I guess my ambitions, you know. I'm not swaying, I'm not
sidetracked by a child, so I maintain my ambitions.
I: ... what do you suppose you gain through this experience? What do you gain by
not being a mother?
ELLA: Well, you definitely have independence. I mean you definitely, if I want to
go somewhere, I can go somewhere. You know, more so thinking about what's
best for me, which maybe sometimes I should start to do, which I, 'cause I always
think about everyone but myself.
So I mean I think as far as, 'cause just that, and then I, you know, with my
career. I mean I guess it's more the only thing that I would gain would be for
myself. You know, whether it's more independence; whether, you know, I can
move to wherever I want if I get a job offer somewhere else. I can just go and I can
do that. I don't have to be worried about, "Well, what's best for them?" Um, you
know, just, like I said, really planning and being in a place where if you're raising
someone, you have to think about their needs, not just your own. So it definitely
simplifies my life that much more.

CATHY: [What do I gain by] Not having kids? My independence. I can pick up
and go wherever I want whenever I want to, and I love that. I love to be able to
stay at work 'till whatever hour because I can do it. Because I only have to answer
to me and my dogs. But they can handle, you know, they can wait a couple hours
or whatever.
That's, that's definitely the biggest plus is that I don't have to answer-well,
answer may not be the right word. But I don't have to be somewhere or do
something because of somebody, because of my child, my kid. Yeah, I can do
what I want.

CATHY: I mean I, you know, I kind of like my life. I like my independence. I
think my independence comes with this kind of lifestyle. And so, you know, I
enjoy that aspect of it. There's positives and negatives to both sides.
In terms of losses, the narrators in the non-mother group spoke about the loss of
the qualitative experience of raising a child and the loss of the comfort of having others
around. The different meanings associated with this can be seen in the following quotes
from different narrators.
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I: What do you suppose you lose through this experience?
BETTY: I think I lose, um, like the sharing experience, the experience of seeing a
kid grow up and, you know, teaching them things that I enjoyed and showing them
things and kind of a sense of history passed on, kind of legacy-type thing.
I: I think you mentioned before that you do that a lot in your job, so you feel like
you do that, teaching?
BETTY: Right, well, I do some teaching and passing some things on, but certainly
not to the extent I would with my own child.
I: Okay. Can you think of anything that you would lose by your decision to not
have kids?
DEB: I don't know. Possibly you look at like your grandparents and, you know,
the joys of having people there. Maybe, maybe I'll be all alone one day. Maybe
being the youngest I'll be the last one left. But I really, this is the first time I ever
really thought about it.
I: Anything else that you think you might lose by not having kids?
DEB: I mean I really, I enjoy kids. Maybe, I don't know. Maybe one day I will
regret it. But I don't think so. I mean I always have my nieces and I enjoy their
company.
I: Okay. What do you suppose you lose in this experience?
ANN: I guess I, I, I lose a chance, again, I think I, I don't know, I might have, I
must have said this before, of, I lose a chance of seeing a young child grow up,
seeing the development of a child, um, seeing how, how, I guess, how a child
needs somebody, you know, how somebody needs me. I guess I'll miss out on
that, having somebody to depend on me, you know, a little soul that knows nothing
and [stops talking].
I: What do you suppose you lose in this experience?
ELLA: Well, I think losing just, and sometimes, you know, wondering, well, here,
you know, maybe my teaching and what I know someone can learn from that, um,
or if I was to biologically have one, it would be part of me, and that would, you
know, I could, you see some mothers and you think, "I could do a better job than
they could." You know, but, so sometimes you can't help but think about that.
And as far as the teaching, you know, I can get, I get those things from other
parts of my life. You know, I can get that from my teaching. I can get that from
spending time with my brother's kids. So things that, what I think I could gain,
things that I think that I could get from having a kid, I can find, I get them from
elsewhere, so I don't, those needs are fulfilled elsewhere other than through a child.

CATHY: I would, I am going to miss out on, you know, having a child, having a
known person come from me that I can raise and nurture and everything. But so I
will miss that. There's give and take on both ends.

CATHY: It's upsetting 'cause I won't have—I think, you know, watching my
parents now. They've both retired. Watching them, they're having a fantastic time.
They're enjoying their, their children and their children's children. They're
visiting, you know, going around visiting and visiting all their grandkids and
having a great time and having, you know, different people on at different times.
And, you know, it's upsetting that I won't have that.
And I think the retirement aspect, when I'm older, that, that impacts me more
than like the next twenty years having a child grow up. But knowing how my
parents associated with us growing up and identified with us and watched us play
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sports and attended, you know, school functions and awards and whatever and
going to graduation. You know, I'll miss that. I'll miss out on that. You know,
that's upsetting too.
So, you know, that's upsetting. Watching my sisters and brothers have kids
and, you know, they're a family unit now. And they come in for vacation and they
get to go home together. It's like they're, they're their own, they have their own
life, you know, and I don't. Well, I do but I don't in that way. I get in my car by
myself and I drive back to Massachusetts by myself and they all—You know, but
they get to, they get to go home in their own car with everybody there, their core
unit. You know, that's upsetting too.

Mothers
Most of the narrators in the mother group were pretty much the exact opposite of
the non-mothers in that they cited the quantitative aspects of time, freedom and flexibility
as losses while the non-mothers had cited these types of things as gains. In addition,
though, some mothers also talk about the losses in their relationship with their partner.
I: What do you suppose you'll lose from the experience?
ROSE: Um, definitely some freedoms. Um, and some spontaneity.
I: What do you lose through this experience? What do you lose by being a mother?
VAL: Um, a sense of moving through the world independently, of sort of a
freedom to just decide and do. And in some ways also, um, a gift because you can
include other people in your plans, but I also lose [my partner]. She's still my
primary relationship, but she's not the pivot. You know how hard it is to have a
relationship. Then image inserting one other person or two other people.
I: What do you suppose you lose?
SUE: Well, I don't read the paper anymore. We stopped getting the paper. Um, I
have lost some of my private time with my partner, and we both recognize that and
work to correct that, but that has been a loss. Um, spontaneity, both in the things
that we decide to do on a day-to-day basis, just because much more planning is
involved. Even something like quickly going out to a restaurant or to a movie is, is
a much more belabored activity. Our schedules demand that we be much more
regimented in how we go about constructing our weeks or our months because he
needs to be picked up and he needs to be somewhere comfortable or have access to
it and those kinds of things, so we've lost some of that.
ZORA: Hmmm. Um, what will I lose? Probably some freedom, you know. I'll
lose some sleep. [Laughs.] Um, but I don't know, I might lose my job, you know.
I might lose my career. I want to, if I want to think of my career as a teacher or
coach. I might get a new career... yoga teacher or a healer or something. Um, I
might lose time with my girlfriend and, but the thing is, the thing that everybody
says, I, when I first got on America On-line, I always get on and talk to all these
women who were mothers and say, um, you know, "How were those first few
years?" They said, "Oh, you know, you have some good years before you have the
kid, you have a couple years where you don't see much of each other, and then you
have the good years again." And so I'm not that worried about it. [My partner] is
more worried about it than me, I think.
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Toni feels strongly that she does not lose anything by having a child, except
perhaps some of her passion about her work.
I: What do you lose?
TONI: Nothing. I mean I don't think I lose anything. I guess, you know, people
might say you lose, um, a bit of who you are, because now you're not you
anymore, you're the mother of this child. That's who I always was. I mean even
before I had that child, there was always a part of me that was going to be a mom to
that child, so that was already lost, kind of. [Laughs.] No, it was in reserve.
Yah. I don't, you know, and it's interesting, I think, you know. I've lost that
part of me that wants to, to work all the time.... I do really enjoy [working], and I
do still want to be very good at it, but I guess my focus is different.
In terms of what they gain by pursuing motherhood, the mothers were again in
direct contrast to non-mothers. The mothers seem to find much meaning in the gains that
result from the qualitative experience of motherhood - the same types of things that the
majority of non-mothers felt that they lost by foregoing motherhood. Some of their
thoughts about what they have gained, or will gain, can be seen in the following quotes.
I: What do you gain through the experience? What do you gain by pursuing
motherhood?
ROSE: Um, I think to, I mean I think there's nothing greater than going back
looking at the world through kids' eyes. You know, I find that little boys look
around a lot, you know, that they, you know, I think I appreciate nature, but they
appreciate nature. You know, every stick and rock. So, I think there's, that, that's
definitely something that as a parent, you gain from your kids. You know, I know
your expectations for what you get back are supposed to be real open minded in a
sense, but I know that that's one thing that they will show you the world in a
different way than you see it as an adult.
SUE: I think I've gained more, first of all, a more realistic understanding of
motherhood. I don't think of it in the same way as, that I used to, and so that's
more realistic. I think there are, there, for me, are more opportunities to look at
myself as someone, as a child would look to a parent to examine the things that I do
and make sure that I'm doing things I feel are worthy of being proud of, that I'm
conscious now of, I don't want to break a law even inadvertently. Um, I want to
be someone who is good at my job because I want my child to feel good about his
mother. Um, I think those are the things that would come to mind.
I: What do you feel you gain by being a mother?
TONI: Fulfillment, happiness, love, hope, pride.
VAL: A certain amount of respect from society. I think there's sort of a, a lot of
people who wouldn't normally talk to you definitely engage with you. You gain a
whole community of people, even, even people that you would talk to anyway, but
there's a certain amount of engagement, more engagement that happens around, I
think, kids. So that's sort of in a larger sense.
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Um, I think a sense of wholeness for me. You know. It's not just me alone.
There is my, there is this offspring that carries part of me with them, to reflect on
yourself. I see, especially [my first son who is my biological son], of course, but
[my second son who is my partner’s biological son], too, but [my first son] much
more because he, he's so much temperamentally like me, where [my second son] is
not temperamental. He's like [my partner]. Um, but [my first son] is so much like
me that I get all these memories of being his age and all the things that he goes
through, um, you know, reflected back at me and, oh God, I think, “I've totally
been there”. It's a real, um, it's a real throwback to your childhood.
I: What do you think you gain from the experience of motherhood?
ZORA: Oh, my God. Well, I mean I think our kids teach us in ways we never
expected. So, I suppose one thing I'm, I will gain will be a teacher. I will be a
teacher and I, um, and even with all the expectations I have of what it will be like,
there will be challenges and, um, and hard times and times I don't want to go
[through it]. I mean just sort of like doing therapy when, you know, you go
through your days where, "Oh, this feels really good, and it's working," and you
also go through the hard times when you just want to say, "Fuck this. I'm not
doing it anymore. I don't want to go through it any more." And I'm sure that there
will be times like that in this process, too, um, just because we get what we expect
and we also get what we don't expect, I guess. [Laughs]
I: Okay. Anything else that you think you'd gain that comes to mind?
ZORA: I mean only the obvious thing like a whole 'nother [sic] being and a whole
'nother [sic] life and somebody that trusts you and somebody to get to know and
somebody to watch grow up. I mean it's all the obvious things.
VAL: Well, I can say that. I'll tell you that from the beginning, giving birth, I had
this huge revelation that it was what connected me to all the other mothers from the
beginning of time. There was something, there was an incredible, um, I don't
know if it's a primitive thing or a, um, giving birth is kind of primitive if you just
do it, you know, without, you know, having a C-section or whatever. And it was
really, you know, from the gut. You really feel like it's coming out of your guts.
And, and it, it was just an incredible time.
In summary, the non-mother and mother narrators are somewhat complementary
in their reported gains and losses around foregoing and pursuing motherhood. The non¬
mothers feel that they gain more freedom and independence while the mothers report
these types of things as losses. And the non-mothers suspect that they might lose out on
some of the joys most commonly associated with motherhood, while the mothers cite
these joys as some of the gains of pursuing motherhood.
Comfort Level/Certainty/Ambivalence Of The Decision
Responses in this sub-theme spoke to the level of comfort, certainty or
ambivalence that the naiTators had around their decision to pursue or forego motherhood.
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Non-Mothers
The following excerpts from Deb and Betty’s transcripts indicate that they are
very comfortable with their decision.
I: What would need to change in order for you to reverse your decision about
having kids?
DEB: I don't, I don't think anything would need to change. I don't think I would
ever reverse it.
I: Okay. So nothing would make you reverse your decision.
DEB: No.
DEB: It's just kind of cut and dried, black and white with me. I know that that's
not what I want.
I: If you had any regrets or could change anything about your relationship to the
issue of motherhood, what would that be?
BETTY: I don't really have any real regrets about my, you know, my decision not
to have children and the concept of motherhood. I don't really think I would
change much about it.
BETTY: Maybe just that it's, it's the right, right decision, um, for me. Not relief,
not regret. Um, so.
I: So, just a sense of rightness. A sense that this fits for you.
BETTY: Right.
I: Would you say a sense of peace with this decision?
BETTY: Definitely, yes, peace.
However, when pushed to think about this, both Deb and Betty did have some
thoughts about the ramifications of their decision and/or what would need to happen to
make them reverse their decision.
I: If you, if you could change one thing about your relationship to the issue of
motherhood, what would it be?
DEB: Change one thing? It kinda [pause], I would probably change the fact that I
weren't a selfish person, change the fact that I'm a selfish person and need, need
my space. You know, I guess that would be the only thing.
I: Okay. And then that, that would enable you to have kids.
DEB: Right. I think that probably would. That's pretty much the only thing
holding me back and it's kinda a huge thing.

DEB: I don't know. Possibly you look at like your grandparents and, you know,
the joys of having people there. Maybe, maybe I'll be all alone one day. Maybe
being the youngest I'll be the last one left. But I really, this is the first time I ever
really thought about it.
I: Anything else that you think you might lose by not having kids?
DEB:l mean I really, I enjoy kids. Maybe, I don't know. Maybe one day I will
regret it. But I don't think so. I mean I always have my nieces and I enjoy their
company.
I: How does that feel to think about that for the first time now?
DEB.-It, I mean it's definitely, you know, with my brother just having this baby
last night and the joys of that. It's kind of just something you question. Seeing
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[lesbian friends who just had a baby] is just like God, they're just so, just so
happy. It's so right for them. But I, I think I know myself well enough to know
that isn't right for me, and I'll just kind of enjoy other people's children and give
'em back, you know, when the time comes.
I: In order for you to reverse your decision and have children, what would need to
happen in your life for that to happen?
BETTY: I think I would have to feel a real sense of, an emptiness or a real kind of
hole in my life, something that, you know. I'd almost have to be like an instinctive
thing, an instinct, I think, that all of a sudden I need to have a child, a certain
impulse I'd get.
Although Ella and Ann talk elsewhere in their interviews in very certain terms
about their decision, the ambivalence that they also feel can be seen in the following
excerpts.
ELLA: But actually, like I said, you know, this past, this last relationship just, you
know, actually thinking about it, you know, like sometimes thought it would be
nice to have a family, that type of thing, because I'm so close to my family, but and
also, well, just having one in the family or wanting it to be more of a unit as
opposed to just you and that one.
ELLA: It's something that I've thought about where definitely with this past, being
with this woman who was like, "Oh, I'd like to have a kid." And now I'm like,
this is something that I definitely don't want. Of course, I can't help but feel
sometimes like, well, so that would be like the first one. And then sometimes
though I do feel like, well, am I selfish? You know, I mean I will do anything for
anybody, but yet now saying, "Well, I don't want a kid," you know, is that
because I'm selfish. But, actually, just now, through this, I don't necessarily think
it is. I think it's just that from what I need as a person, I can't see it being filled in
by a kid. Um, you know, and then, of course, you can't help but wonder
sometimes, "Well, am I going to miss out on something." You know, you can't
help but think, you know. I'll keep wondering.
ELLA: Maybe a few years down the road I'll, you know, my ideas will change. I
mean I can't see how I can go from all these years and all of a sudden say, "Hey, I
want a kid," but, you know, it's something to think about.
ELLA: But I guess like I've thought about it more within the past year, because,
like I said, being with someone who was saying she wanted to have one, that I
thought about it more. But then when I think about, you know, the dogs, you
know, just like the responsibility of the dogs. Never mind having something that
could talk back to you that's going to need more, you can't just leave it somewhere.
I mean it's totally, totally different.
ELLA: And I don't know, maybe if it's just because of my age, like maybe all of a
sudden when I turn a few years older, then I'm going to start to think these things,
too.... So, you know, just thinking a little bit about that.
I: In order for you to reverse your decision and have a child, what would need to
change?
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ANN: I guess, um, my single status, right now. I would have to be involved in a
relationship, a very stable relationship. I would have to have a good job. I would
have to be done with school. Um, I would have to have a totally supportive
partner, and I would, I would just have to know that this relationship, my partner
and I's fsicl relationship, will last a long, long time. And it's a very healthy
relationship, not abusive, um. I really need to know that.
ANN: Maybe I, I think sometimes I thought that I'd be a good mom in a sense to
where I would, um, teach the kid good things. You know, I would, I would teach
my, my, my kid to be, um, open-minded, you know, and let them make up their
own mind, you know, and just let them do their own thing, and give them, I guess
I would give them the love that I never got, you know, from, from my parents. So
in a sense that I would be a good mom, you know.
I: If you had any regrets or if you could change one thing about your relationship to
the issue of motherhood, what would that be? Is there anything?
ANN: Change anything. I guess I would want to want to have kids. You know, I
mean I, I, you know. I'd want that feeling, that desire to have kids, you know. I
want it, but I don't have it, and I'd like to change that.
It seemed clear for Cathy on the other hand, that the only thing that could change
her decision would be if there was no longer any controlling homophobia in herself or in
society or if she could somehow be heterosexual. In the following quote, she seems to
convey that she would want this to change. In the second quote, though, she is able to
see both positive and negative things about foregoing motherhood.
I: If you could change one thing about your relationship to the issue of motherhood,
what would it be?
CATHY: Motherhood in general? If I could change one thing about my— [pause]
[makes clicking noises] Hmm. [pause continues] Um, I'm not sure. Repeat the
question again, [question is repeated] I would be straight and be married to a guy.
I: Uh hum, okay. And then have kids?
CATHY: Uh hum.
I: Is that difficult for you? Does that feel like a loss? (not having children)
CATHY: Um, yes and no. I mean I, you know, I kind of like my life. I like my
independence. I think my independence comes with this kind of lifestyle. And so,
you know, I enjoy that aspect of it. There's positives and negatives to both sides. I
enjoy that aspect but yes, I would, I am going to miss out on, you know, having a
child, having a known person come from me that I can raise and nurture and
everything. But so I will miss that. There's give and take on both ends.
Mothers
The mothers for the most part seem more comfortable with their decision to pursue
motherhood. This comfort is evident in the following excerpts from Sue and Toni’s
transcripts.
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I: If you have any regrets and you could change one thing about your relationship to
motherhood, what would that be?
TONI: About my decision to become a mom or what?
I: Your decision to become a mom or your identity as a mom.
TONI: Regrets. I mean I'm only five months into it, but I can't think of any right
now.
I: If you had any regrets, or another way to say that is, if you could change one
thing about your relationship to the issue of motherhood, what would that be?
SUE: I honestly can't think of something I'd change right now. I mean I would
have a study, I know. That would give me a place to put things, a little more space
and a chance for getting work done. That would be more efficient. But, other than
that, I think the way this happened and the way that definitions have evolved have
been fine.
Although most of the mothers were very comfortable with their decision to pursue
motherhood, some had regrets about certain aspects of the decision. Both Zora and Rose
wish they had pursued motherhood earlier and Toni is troubled by the fact that her son
will never know the identity of the donor that gave him life.
I: If you had a regret or could change one thing about your relationship to the issue
of motherhood, what would that be?
ZORA: Have the baby sooner. I'm 34 years old. I'll probably be 35 or 36 before I
have a baby. And I want to just be, I hope I'm a young parent, you know, a young
50. I hope I'm a young 50 'cause when the kid’s an adolescent. I'm going to be
50.
I: Okay. If you could change one thing about your relationship to the issue of
motherhood, what would that be?... kind of your relationship to the whole idea of
mothering, or another way of asking it is do you have any regrets, or if you were to
have any regrets, what would they be?
ROSE: Um, I wish I'd come to it earlier.
I: If you could change one thing, would there be anything that you would change?
TONI: I think I might, I might have, I regret that this child will never know who the
donor was. I don't, I don't consider that man the father. Um, I do consider him
the donor. But I think, um, you know, [my son] may, at some, I mean I think, I
think he won't long for another parent. I think we'll, you know, we have the
capacity to do a good job at making him feel like he has two parents. But I think
he'll have curiosity as to, as to who exactly that donor was, and I regret that we
can't ever share that with him.
Val has been a mother longer than any of the other mothers and she is the one
who talks the most about her struggle with ambivalence. However, her overwhelming
feeling about her decision to be a mother is very positive as can be seen in the following
excerpts.
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VAL: You got to, it's a wonder. It's the hardest job, and you give up a lot, but you
gain a lot. It's a shift in your life and, you know, there's times when I've thought
that, um, you know, "Wow. This is really hard. I wonder why I did this." But I
could never go back.... It's just so hard to make that shift, but I thought, "This is
the hardest thing." Now that I'm here, I could never go back, never turn back.
Once you had a kid, your view of kids in the world changes completely. My view
of children changed completely. It's such a gift.
VAL: Um, and I really, I really wanted to have kids, but I had no idea what I was
talking about, 'cause when I had, when we had [my first son], it was like, it was
nothing like my, thank God, my fantasy. And I didn't even have a fantasy of
having a kid. I had the fantasy of the whole, um, process of getting there, but
being there is not at all what I, what it was in my mind. It's really bizarre. It's like
this, it was like going from, I don't know, from one country to another country,
completely different culture.
For most of the mothers, something significant would need to change in order for
them to reverse their decision and not pursue motherhood. Often this involved the loss of
their partner, or financial hardship, or living in a culture that was less accepting than the
Northampton area. This is obvious in the following excerpts.
I: What would need to change for you to reverse your decision and not be a mother
in this life? What would need to have had happened for you to not be a mother?
SUE: I would not have found a partner, and without a partner, someone I felt
would be a good parent, I wouldn't have chosen it, and I would have resisted it.
The rock, the water could have been dripping on the rock, but the rock would have
been more steadfast than the water dripper or someone I perceived of as being a
good parent.
I: And would you want this to change? Would you want that to happen and your
decision be reversed?
SUE: Absolutely not.
I: In order for you to reverse your decision and decide to not have a child, what
would need to change?
ZORA: Hmmm. If I lost my relationship 'cause I, I don't think I could do it singly.
I wouldn't do it without another person, unless, you know, this guy that we're
going to ask to be the father wants to really be the father. Um, but that would be
the only thing.
I: In order for you to have reversed your decision and not had a child, what would
have needed to happen? What would have prevented you from having kids?
VAL: I guess being infertile. You know, that would have done it. Or I suppose I
could have adopted. I'm not sure, I, we talked about adoption, too, as one of the
options. Um, what would have needed to happen? I think some probably ailments
or physical disability or, um. I can't think of much else that could have stopped
me.
Or maybe if I was forced to live in a place where being out was impossible,
or, you know, because it was too, you know, like if you're living in the south for
some reason, you know, if there wasn't, I don't know of the south well enough,
like if there wasn't a haven there. That could have stopped me.
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I: In order for you to reverse your decision and not have a child, what, what would
need to change?
TONI: Um, [my partner] would have needed to leave me, have left me, because,
um, I think part of, not all, part of, she wasn't part of the original plan of when I,
when I knew I wanted to have children 'cause I didn't know she was going to be
there, but for the past ten years, part of that whole picture had her there. So I think
if she had left me, it cert [sic], I don't know that I would have never have had
children, but I wouldn't have now.
If I had lost my job and we were financially in turmoil, we wouldn't have had
children now. Um, if I were to become ill; if she were to become ill. If we were to
find that there would have been a risk to the child; if there was something
genetically wrong with me that, um, that there would be danger to the child, that
would change. That would have changed. I don't, I don't think it would have
mattered much about work. I mean, if work was not going to be there for me, I
could have dealt with that. I could have found another job. If my family was not
going to be there for me, I could have gotten through that.
But I think I, that being able to provide for the child and having [my partner]
there for me had to be there. I think a part of it, too, is where we live. I don't think
this decision would have been as easy for us if we lived in Montana or Oregon ...
living in Northampton is pretty nice. So that might be a factor as well.
In summary then, most non-mothers and mothers state that they are committed to
their decision to either pursue or forego motherhood. However, in both groups some
ambivalence can be noted upon further questioning. This seemed to be especially true for
some of the non-mothers who at times seemed to question their decision, while mothers
seemed, for the most part, to only question certain aspects of the decision.
Category #5 - Self In The Future
The concept of self in the future is another category around which narrator’s
meaning making seemed to cluster. Included in this category are those responses that
pertain to the meaning that the future has for narrators around the issue of motherhood.
The responses are divided into the following sub-themes:
1. Hopes/Fears for the Future
2. Definition of Family in the Future
3. Sense of Identity in the Future
Hopes/Fears For The Future
This sub-theme of meaning includes any responses that involve a projection of
either hopes or fears about the future as a lesbian mother or non-mother. Most responses
are in answer to a question that explored the narrator’s fears of either pursuing or
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foregoing motherhood. I did not usually ask directly about hopes, but interestingly
enough, narrators in the mother group spontaneously offered more information than nonmothers did about hopes for the future.
Non-Mothers
The fear of being alone was one of the most common fears cited by the non¬
mothers. Their concern with this issue can be seen in the following passages.
ELLA: Oh, well, sometimes I worry about it, like who the heck is going to take care
of me when I get older. You know, I mean you can't help but think that, you
know, when here I go and I take after my, take care of my grandmother. You
know, or just like I said, you know, when I get older, especially in our lifestyle, I
don't sound like I have this one partner that's going to make sure that she's going to
be around when I get older. Well, who is going to take care of me? You know.
But I think, so that's one thing that I do worry about, you know, or when I get
older, you know, am I going to be alone, or that type of thing. But I wouldn't
have, I mean I'm the type of person where I don't think of myself. I think of others
before I think of myself, and so then I wouldn't just have a child just so I could
say, "Okay, I'll be taken care of when I get older."
BETTY: Oh, sometimes I worry about maybe being alone in old age or something
like that, not having, you know, a family, kids, hobbies, stuff like that. Um, but I
don't have any huge fears, no.
I: Do you have any fears about forgoing motherhood?
DEB: No. I'm pretty cut and dry.
(But in response to another question. Deb does seem to have, maybe not fear; but at
least some concern about foregoing motherhood.)
DEB.T don't know. Possibly you look at like your grandparents and, you know,
the joys of having people there. Maybe, maybe I'll be all alone one day. Maybe
being the youngest I'll be the last one left. But I really, this is the first time I ever
really thought about it.
I: So there's a slight fear that, that you may be alone [interrupted]
DEB: Right.
I: or missing out on the joy, but it's not enough of a fear that would [interrupted]
DEB: It's not enough.
I: have you concerned.
For Cathy and Ann though, the fear about the future is more about the projected
loss of not raising a child and not indulging in the experience of parenting.
I: What, what fears do you have about foregoing motherhood, about not being a
mother? Is there anything that concerns you about that?
ANN: Well, I guess I, I guess not being able to teach a child, you know, my
thoughts and my beliefs, you know, and what I've been taught, you know, all the
positive things that I've been taught. Um, I guess I'll miss out on that. And, um, I

119

guess missing seeing, um, a child develop into an adult, you know, and being an
intricate part of this. I'll, I'll probably, you know. I'll miss out on that.
CATHY: It's upsetting 'cause I won't have—I think, you know, watching my
parents now. They've both retired. Watching them, they're having a fantastic time.
They're enjoying their, their children and their children's children. They're
visiting, you know, going around visiting and visiting all their grandkids and
having a great time and having, you know, different people on at different times.
And, you know, it's upsetting that I won't have that.
And I think the retirement aspect, when I'm older, that, that impacts me more
than like the next twenty years having a child grow up. But knowing how my
parents associated with us growing up and identified with us and watched us play
sports and attended, you know, school functions and awards and whatever and
going to graduation. You know. I'll miss that. I'll miss out on that. You know,
that's upsetting too.
CATHY: There's positives and negatives to both sides. I enjoy that aspect but yes,
I would, I am going to miss out on, you know, having a child, having a known
person come from me that I can raise and nurture and everything. But so I will
miss that. There's give and take on both ends.
As mentioned before, the non-mothers did not talk as much about hopes for the
future as did their mothering peers. In the following excerpts, however, Ella and Cathy
do talk about their hopes that in the future they will have partners that will be like family
to them.
ELLA: But hopefully, you know, down the road it will be that, you know, my
girlfriend and I will go to see my parents, or I will spend Christmas at home with
my girlfriend. You know, so hopefully that will, I guess, you know. I'm basing a
lot on having that relationship that will compensate for that.
CATHY: Hopefully I'll have somebody that [laughs] is there when I come home at
night [laughs] that I can spend holidays with, and I'll have my dogs [laughs]. I will
always have dogs.
Mothers
Many of the mother’s fears centered around their children and family, rather than
themselves. Some of these fears can be seen in the following excerpts.
VAL: Well, probably, yah, yah. Another fear was, um, bringing a child into the
world into my relationship, you know, into a lesbian relationship, having that child
have the stigma of being a child, you know. Ya, so that was like another step in
getting over my homophobia. You know, it's like it's, it's totally, the process goes
on.
TONI: The discrimination thing scares me a lot. It scares me, um, a few months
ago, two situations happened, around the same day. One, this girl that we know,
or that [my partner] knows, I didn't really know her, great kid, smart kid,
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wonderful kid from a great family, dies out of nowhere. Um, an asthma attack.
Folks have done everything that they possible can for this kid and she dies because
of a medical problem. Nothing could have helped her. The same day, this other
kid, perfectly healthy, is at a graduation party, drives away drunk, with two friends
in the car, gets in an accident and kills both his friends. He's fine.
And those two events, and I had just become a parent, tormented me. And I
called, I ended up calling my dad. And that's one of the first times I've ever called
my dad with some emotional thing, and said to him, "I'm a mom now. How do I
deal with these issues that, I might do everything that I can possibly do and I might
do it perfectly well, and my kid might die at age 13?" Or this kid might be perfectly
healthy, and I do something wrong, and I don't teach this kid that it's not okay to
drink and drive, that it's not okay to put others' lives in your responsibility if you're
not going to do everything you can to savor those lives. And how do I let this kid
go? How, how, how do I trust that he's going to be okay? And my dad said to
me, you know, 'cause my dad raised five children. He said something that I know
I'll never forget. He said that, "You need to do everything in your power to teach
these kids what's right and what's wrong and to instill upon them the values that
you have instilled upon yourself and that we've instilled upon you, and then you
need to let go. And you need to let these kids grow up." And that scares the life
out of me. And that's really hard for me to do.
And I don't, I don't know that, I mean I don't mean to be offensive, but I
don't know if you can understand that until you're a parent, because there's part of
me right now that wants to do everything, everything in the world to protect that
little boy. You know. I would do anything for him. I would step in front of a
truck to protect him. And it kills me to know that, no matter what I do, I can't be
there at all times. I can't do everything to protect him. So I think that has
tormented me before and will continue to torment me ...
ZORA: The thing I'm, the most thing I'm worried about is how other kids will treat
[my child]. Kids are so mean. They can be so mean to each other, and I guess the
only thing I can do about that is to make sure that they're, the kid is cushioned by,
um, strong friends, you know, that they're, to make sure that there's a circle of
friends or a play group or, you know, other families that he or she feels really
accepted.
VAL: And maybe also, um, of course, that sort of basic fear of not having a healthy
child.
ROSE: Um, I mean I definitely know that we're not going to be the quote, unquote
normal family, and I know that that's hard for kids, especially for older kids and
adolescents to be different. Um, so I worry that there's going to be anger around
that and that there's going to be some rejection around that. That's probably my
biggest worry. I mean I don't want to worry any more about rejection from my
family, not because it may not happen, but because it's not, it's shifted to a lower
priority. Um, and I guess I worry that society, that the shifting that's going on with
racism and homophobia becoming more accepted. It's more just a shift away from
acceptance that it's going to be a problem ...
SUE: Some are just the moment of confrontations by strangers, of not wanting to
say things that will hurt [my son], that will make him think I'm hiding or that I'm
not proud of him or that I'm not proud of his other mom. Um, I fear being
harassed in front of him. Um, I fear something happening to [my partner]. Um,
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those are the, those are the main things that I, that I worry about. I might worry
that someday he'll be a rebellious teenager, but I [laughs] [stops talking].
SUE: Um, I wonder how things will evolve for us both as [our son] becomes more
active in the community, because right now, we set the tone for him and he, we are
able to control what he has access to, um, and who he has access to, but I know
that when he is older and when he is more independent, we won't have that same
control and our roles won't be as comfortable all the time, because we will be
constantly coming out to teachers, to friends' parents, um, and it's a challenge we
know is ahead.
In addition to their fears for their children, Zora and Val were able to also get in
touch with their fears and concerns for themselves as individuals.
I: What are your fears about becoming a mom?
ZORA: All the baggage I carry.
ZORA: I mean I suppose, I guess the big question mark is how fulfilled will I be
with a child, and will it be enough. Will I want to work? You know, how much
will I want to work? What other, and so I guess those aren't really external
influences. That's an internal influence, like will this be all I need? And I do not
know the answer at all. Some days I think all I want to do is live on a farm, raise
my dog, my horses and my kids and work in my garden and go horseback riding
and take care of the house, do laundry, you know, go to watch soccer games and
field hockey games. Have friends over and cook for them. That's all. And I think
who would need anything else.
ZORA: I feel kind of, the only thing is I feel kind of funny because I'm not a mom
yet, and I think, and what if I'm infertile and I don't get to be the mom and, you
know, and I said all these things and so I'm scared of that, 'cause I've never been
pregnant. You know, I don't even know if it's possible, but [stops talking].
I: So you've sort of spoken how much this means to you and then you might not
get a chance?
ZORA: Yah. That's very scary, very scary.
VAL: Um, like I say, in retrospect, well, I think the fears one should have [laughs].
And I don't know if I had these fears. Like I said, it was an idealized time, or my
memory’s idealized. But fear of losing autonomy. Y ou know, of just being able to
move around in the world independently and, you know, the way, the way I lived
before was very, um, self, you know, selfishly, I guess. I don't mean it in the
pejorative way 'cause selfish isn't always a negative term, but, you know, in a way
that suited me. You know, I did what I wanted to do, you know, within whatever
boundaries I had to have. You know, but that I would have to give up that
freedom.
As mentioned before, the mothers seemed to talk more about their hopes for the
future than non-mothers did. The following excerpts reveal some of these hopes.
TONI: And I think the other, the third most important one is hope, that I have so
much hope for this child. And I have hope for me as a mom. You know. I think
this is a process that we, that the three of us are going to go through together. And
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I have hope that I will have the strength and, and the good fortune and the
wherewithal to be a good mom and to give this kid everything I can and to prepare
him to be ready for the world and to be a good kid, and I have hope that, that he's
going to change the world.
TONI: The thought of how I can make this child make a difference, and have this
child make the world a better place. Um, I mean I feel like I'm trying to make the
world a better place and I think that this child can take that one step further.
VAL: I mentioned this earlier about, um, part, one of the things is to give my
children a legacy. Like I said, this piece of, you know, what, what I try to think of
what my mother did for me, which is, you know, something that you grow up with
that you don't even realize you're learning, or something that's, that you're
becoming, or something that's inside you, whether it's being bilingual or being,
you know, able to just think in a certain way or to do things with your hands or,
you know, to have, you know, a beautiful voice or, you know, have music in your
life or to have, you know, enriching stuff, stuff that just makes you, you know, a
whole person, you know. That was one of my aspirations of motherhood, you
know, to make these kids be able to communicate the way that I didn't learn to do.
You know, to be, be clear about how they feel, you know, to be able to say, "I
didn't grow up in a dysfunctional home," and because, I mean maybe they'll be
bored because they didn't grow up in a dysfunctional home, you know.
ROSE: I think I, I mean I hope that I can, you know, have a conversation with my
mother and other heterosexual women who are mothering and sort of join that
mommy's club, as the book says, you know, this commonality that all women feel
about kids. So I hope that that fsicl continues to be a positive connection that I can
learn, grow that way. Um, I really can't imagine parenting in a community that
didn't have some sort of, some component of gay/lesbian in the community. And I
think it's hard to do solo. I really have a lot of respect for people who bring up kids
in the midwest and physically a lot of places in our country. So I definitely think
the community will be a big factor and [I] plan on staying involved in the, you
know, they do some, I just went to a conference on gay/lesbian parenting.
In summary then, it seems that the majority of non-mothers are somewhat
concerned about being alone in the future and not having the experience of raising a child.
Mothers on the other hand, talked a lot about the fears they had for their children and for
themselves as parents. They also talked about hopes that they had for the future much
more than the non-mothers did.
Definition Of Family In The Future
Included in this sub-theme are those responses that relate to the meaning that the
narrators attach to the concept of family in the future.
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Non-Mothers
The future conceptualization of family for most non-mothers includes their
partner, family of origin, nieces and nephews and friends as can be seen in the following.
I: And who will family mean to you? When you think of your family in the future,
who will that include?
BETTY: Um, my partner, um, my extended family, my immediate family, some
close friends.
BETTY: Oh, sometimes I worry about maybe being alone in old age or something
like that, not having, you know, a family, kids, hobbies, stuff like that. Um, but I
don't have any huge fears, no.
I: Do you have any ideas about how you might avoid that, being alone, not having
kind of a connection?
BETTY: Well, I mean I think I, I don't know, sometimes I think I can deal with it.
I like ... not so they can take care of me in my old age, but just how, some bonds
with the family and stuff, and I definitely, um, my partner and I definitely try to
cultivate friends that we like to be around and kind of whatever. And I also find
that the players on my team and stuff, like they're all starting to like come back into
my life that way. You know, they graduate and then, you know, they call on me,
whatever, whatever. So I feel like I have a lot of kids out there in the first place.
DEB: (In response to a question asking who would be family for her in the future.)
[My partner], you know, my nieces. I'd like to spend time with them when they
get old enough to travel up here. And my parents, friends.
ELLA: I mean I still think of, of family as my parents, you know, more so, just as,
as opposed to them as even more so than my brothers, you know, [sic] I mean it
will, it will always be like my dad and my brothers, but even now, like they're, my
brothers are developing their own families. So I still associate with my parents
more so than anything. You know, what would happen if, if, you know, when the
time comes for them to leave how I will, I mean that will be something else I'll have
to think about at that time.
I: Do you have any thoughts about what you'll do about that, when they're gone,
how you'll create family?
ELLA: Actually, no. Yah, I mean probably, I would think that, you know, if I,
you know, a few years down the road when I've actually gotten a job that I would
be able to be in a relationship where, yah, I don't need kids, but that person will be
in a sense my family, so that, you know, when the time comes, you know, when
my parents do move on that, you know, instead of, like this Christmas I'll, you
know, granted, I have a girlfriend now, but she goes away. It's not, you know, so
I'll go and see my parents for the holiday. But hopefully, you know, down the
road it will be that, you know, my girlfriend and I will go to see my parents, or I
will spend Christmas at home with my girlfriend. You know, so hopefully that
will, I guess, you know. I'm basing a lot on having that relationship that will
compensate for that.
ELLA: Well, I mean as far as that, I mean sometimes I wonder how my
relationship, if it will change towards my brother's kids, if I will be like, start to
migrate towards them. I would wonder about. Just, like I said, if I wouldn't want
to start to spend, if I would feel the need to spend more time with them as I got
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older because of either being by myself or wanting to share more, where, like I
said, you know, maybe I'm still young. Maybe a few years down the road I'll, you
know, my ideas will change. I mean I can't see how I can go from all these years
and all of a sudden say, "Hey, I want a kid," but, you know, it's something to
think about.
ANN: I guess my extended family, um, my family would mean my nieces and
nephews. And, um, I think they're important to me right now, and they will be
important to me as they grow up because, um, um, I, because I try to be an
influence on their lives, you know, a positive influence. And, um, they, they love
me as Auntie [Annl. You know, and I, and I, I guess I always want them to
always be there, and they'll, they'll probably always be there, hopefully.... Well, I
guess my brothers and sisters. They will be. I don't know how much, but I think
that, yah, they will always be a part of my family. My aunt.
CATHY: And I think the retirement aspect, when I'm older, that, that impacts me
more than like the next twenty years having a child grow up. But knowing how my
parents associated with us growing up and identified with us and watched us play
sports and attended, you know, school functions and awards and whatever and
going to graduation. You know. I'll miss that. I'll miss out on that. You know,
that's upsetting too.... So, you know, that's upsetting. Watching my sisters and
brothers have kids and, you know, they're a family unit now. And they come in
for vacation and they get to go home together. It's like they're, they're their own,
they have their own life, you know, and I don't. Well, I do but I don't in that way.
I get in my car by myself and I drive back to Massachusetts by myself and they allYou know, but they get to, they get to go home in their own car with everybody
there, their core unit. You know, that's upsetting too.
I: Do you have any sense of what you'll do about that, 'cause I get the sense that
you're describing other people as families. And as your family which has been
from what I get the most important thing to you, you know, as that, I don't know if
I want to say disintegrates but when your parents are gone and your brother and
sisters assume their nuclear families in a way that your sibling relationship is no
longer central, do you have any sense of how you'll navigate that or [interrupted]
CATHY: Hopefully I'll have somebody that [laughs] is there when I come home at
night [laughs] that I can spend holidays with, and I'll have my dogs [laughs]. I will
always have dogs.
I: Okay. Do you see yourself being out to them then if you're spending holidays
with a partner?
CATHY: Um, I think I'm, it might, I might be able to do it once my parents are no
longer around. I think that might be a time when I can finally, you know, come out
to my family. Because I, I think I'm secure enough in myself and who I am that,
you know, if they say well, we never want to see you again or whatever, that I
could deal with it. But if my parents said that I couldn't deal with it.
Mothers
The mothers concept of family in the future focused more on their created nuclear
family, but some also included friends and family of origin.
SUE: My, I think of my family as [my partner] and our children. That has been the
strongest thing, the strongest definitions of family. Um, but it's not that I don't
consider my mother and my father and my brother and her family as well as my

family, I do. But my loyalties will be primarily to those, to that smaller group, and
not to a large group.
SUE: It will be my highest priority, and I see it, I see it as already being something
that I would rather focus on than my, than my previous family. I mean it seems to
me that my current family is more important than my mother or my brother. So I
see it becoming only more important to me.
ROSE: It will be my partner and my children. Our nuclear family, our immediate
family. But, um, actually we've already extended our definition of family to these
two good friends and their children.... Um, and not so much co-parented, but we
are very essential in their kid’s lives and hope they will be in ours. Um, and, and
then whoever chooses to be a part of our family. I think that some friendships will
definitely shift, and people who don't have kids will, will, you know, be less
involved. And, and that's okay. And so I don't think we're going to work on
who's in it; I think it's going to happen.
TONI: It will be, it will be [my partner] and our kids. Um, that will, I mean that
will be our family in the true sense of the word, but I also will consider, I mean I
think there's, those will not be the most, the only important parts of my, of my
kids' lives. Um, I want them very much to know the friends that we're the closest
to. I want them to know our extended family. Um, my parents, my brothers and
sisters, [my partner’s] parents, [my partner’s] brother, our cousins. Um, I want
them, I want them to, you know, to know that there are lots of folks out there that
love them and that are important to them. But, I mean I consider my family, I
guess, you know, my immediate family, my partner and my kids.
VAL: So down the road, what will I think, what will family mean? Um, well,
family is not just my blood. My nuclear family is [my partner and my two sons],
clearly. But [our two friends] are definitely my family because they are, you know,
completely pivotal in my children's lives, completely pivotal in our lives. Um,
family are the people who are, who are, who are in there in a consistent way. And
I, I imagine that these are the people that I will, you know, always be around....
And, um, I guess I would add to that, then there's family that you make, which is
either, you know, which is made up of your best friends and people that you love.
You know. Without reservation.
ZORA: Well, family, family is a loaded issue. Um, and [my partner] and I already
feel like we have a family. I mean [our dogs] are our family. We're each other's
family, and her family is our family. And my family is our family, too. I mean
now that I'm getting back together with my siblings and, um, I feel like the
motherhood thing's not going to change that so much. There will be another being
in our family, um, that's our responsibility, but that's all though.
In summary then, non-mothers seemed to conceptualize family in the future as
primarily their partner, family of origin, nieces and nephews, and friends. Mothers on
the other hand, focused more on their created nuclear family, but also include other
people that they consider to be family. Furthermore, the non-mothers seemed to have
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more anxiety when talking about this issue and seemed to be less sure about who they
could count on to be family for them in the future.
Sense Of Identity In The Future
This sub-theme of meaning includes responses that indicate how the issue of
motherhood will have meaning for the identity of the narrators in the future. Interestingly
enough, this issue of identity seemed to be more salient for the mothers in the study than
for the non-mothers. Most of the mothers’ responses were in reply to a nebulous
question that asked about the meaning that motherhood would have in their lives. Nonmothers were asked the same question about the meaning that foregoing motherhood
would have in their lives. However, their responses did not speak to the issue of identity
in the same way that the mothers’ responses did.
Mothers
TONI: It's kind of my focus. I mean it's kind of the biggest part of, I guess I used
to define myself as first, as first [my partner’s] partner. First is myself. And then
[my partner’s] partner and then an athletic trainer. Now the athletic trainer part kind
of gets moved, and I have these two focuses, [my partner] and the baby, and that's,
that means who I am now. So that's, I mean that's the meaning of my life. There's
nothing that's more, I mean those two things occupy just about every minute of, of
my waking hours. I'm thinking about them. I mean I'm at work for eight hours a
day, but my heart's not there. I mean my heart's back at home thinking about my
family. So, I mean that's, that is the meaning of my life. So I don't know what
more to say.
TONI: Again, I think it will define who I am. I mean that's, that's what I consider
myself, that's my most important function. That's what, you know, you think
about what will be on your gravestone. Um, what I want to define me and what I
want people to know. You know, if I had two sentences about who I am: I'm [my
partner’s] partner and I'm [my son’s] mom. And that's all anyone needs to know.
That's all. Those are the most important things to me.
SUE: It will be my focus. It will be the center of how I define the decisions that I
make. It will be my highest priority, and I see it, I see it as already being something
that I would rather focus on than my, than my previous family. I mean it seems to
me that my current family is more important than my mother or my brother. So I
see it becoming only more important to me.
ZORA: I don't know. I mean it will be my life. I mean it will be who I am now. It
will be, it will be a defining thing. I think probably infinitely more powerful than
defining myself as a lesbian. I, I think they're, they're on a different, they're totally
... different from each other in terms of identity. Lesbianism, you have a choice.
Motherhood, and motherhood, you have a choice to become a mother, but once you
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are a mother, you are a mother. I mean, unless people abandon their children, but,
um, that's what, on a whole other scale than ... your lesbian identity.
I: Now that you've decided that, to be a mother, and you've explained the different
kind of ways you're going to be a mother, and this is a very nebulous question, but
in what way do you suppose that will be important to you? What ways do you
suppose that's going to have meaning for you?
ROSE: I think that I'll feel, let's see, I think to, to come out and to, to really, really,
really work on your own homophobia is one of the most exciting things I've ever
done. And there's a bonus that goes with that that [sicl sort of where you almost, I
don't know, feel more whole, almost where you're sort of, where it's coming out
of you in a, in a strange way, just a real love of yourself that you never knew.
VAL: Just to see your child reflect back to you things that, that you've given to
them. I should say, "See my children reflect back to me things that I've given
them." It's a reflection of what motherhood is to me, what it means to me, where
it's coming from. And it, it's a very thought [sicl, it's very cerebral.... So, it's
been a lot of self-discovery in trying to create, be a mother, being a mother the way
I want to be a mother.
SUE: It is important, um, well, certainly it's important in a very concrete way,
because daily it influences me in the decisions that I make and where I go and what
I do. I have responsibilities that I didn't have before, so there's a concreteness
about it. Um, I feel that I have more responsibilities for my health, too, that I,
there's someone who needs me more than I have been needed before. Um, I feel
like, um, I have more credibility in my job because I'm a mother, because I work in
a school, and whereas before, this is, um, whereas before people would say to me,
"Are you a parent?" as they were discussing things. Now I can say, "Yes." And it
has given me, I think, more credibility, or at least the perception of credibility, um,
which has been meaningful.
In summary then, it seems that motherhood has a lot of meaning for these mothers
in terms of their constructed sense of identity. Non-mothers on the other hand, did not
give responses that indicated that non-motherhood is as much of a defining characteristic
for them as motherhood is for the mothers.
Summary Of Results
In this section, I will summarize any noteworthy findings of between group and
within group similarities and differences in the results of this study.
Self Perception And Understanding Of Self
In general, the non-mother and mother groups were similar in this category in that
narrators in both groups found meaning about their current selves based on early
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experiences, relationships and concepts of self. Furthermore, many narrators talked
about an internal sense of knowing whether or not motherhood was “right” for them.
Important differences can be seen, however, when we look at the sub-themes. In
terms of internal desire, all of the non-mothers, with the exception of Cathy, had never
experienced any desire to have children and had never planned on having children. Many
of these non-mothers also lacked confidence in their mothering ability. Furthermore,
many of the non-mothers felt that motherhood would not fit with their established
priorities and value system and many of them judged themselves as being selfish because
of this.
The lesbians in the mother group were more varied in their responses about self
perception and understanding of self. Some mothers did not feel any desire to pursue
motherhood or any confidence in their ability as mothers until they were exposed to other
lesbians having children or until they met the right partner. Sue, for example, had no
desire to bear a child, but did have the desire to be a co-parent. Others, like Toni, talked
of a maternal instinct that drove them to have children regardless of obstacles. In
addition, the mother group as a whole did not speak as much about lack of ability or
about a lack of fit between motherhood and their priorities or values. Instead, they
alluded to an almost intuitive sense of how to mother; a good fit with mothering; and for
Sue, a realization that she was better at mothering than she initially thought she would be.
The groups also differed in this category in terms of their history of related
experiences. Again with the exception of Cathy, most of the non-mothers talked about
negative experiences that had meaning for them in relation to the issue of motherhood.
These included family of origin experiences and pet-rearing. Conversely, the mothers
found meaning about motherhood in past experiences that were mostly positive. In
addition to experiences with baby-sitting, family of origin, coaching and pet-rearing,
these mothers also reported teaching and community events as positive meaningful
experiences.
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The two groups also differed in terms of the sub-theme of gender identity. The
non-mother group spoke about a lack of connection with female roles and expectations,
while members of the mother group talked about their female identity in a positive way
that seemed to indicate that they were more comfortable with and invested in this part of
themselves.
Self As A Lesbian
This category yielded some very interesting results. The mother and non-mother
groups were very different in the meaning that lesbian identity has for them. The majority
of non-mothers felt that their lesbian identity was a non-issue because they had never had
a desire to have children and therefore their lesbianism was somewhat of a moot point in
terms of motherhood. The majority of mothers, however, felt that their lesbian identity
was an important consideration in their decision to be a mother. Many of them talked
about the need to be aware of and work on their own internalized homophobia as well as
be prepared for the homophobia that their family would face. This work included coming
out to their family of origin, further exposing their lesbian identity at work and making
sure that they were emotionally strong enough to handle any negative repercussions that
they might face by exposing themselves in such a public way.
The two exceptions to the majority in each group were Cathy from the non-mother
group and Sue from the mother group. Unlike the other non-mothers, Cathy does have a
desire to have children. However, she painfully ignores this desire because of her belief
that it is wrong for lesbians to have children. For Cathy, her lesbian identity is an
obstacle to pursuing motherhood. Conversely, Sue feels that the only way she could
pursue motherhood was as a lesbian. She was not comfortable with the idea of being a
mother in a heterosexual relationship; but she is comfortable being a co-mother in a
lesbian relationship. For Sue, her lesbian identity helped facilitate the pursuit of
motherhood.
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Self In Relation To Others
In terms of themselves in relation to a partner, both of the groups were similar, in
that partner dynamics were very important and carried a lot of meaning. For some of the
non-mothers, a partner who strongly desired children would be one of the few things that
could possibly make them reconsider their decision to forego motherhood. Similarly,
many of the mothers felt that they would not have children if they were single or if they
had not met the particular partner that they were involved with. Furthermore, women in
both groups expressed concern about the effect that parenting would have on the stability
and intimacy of their partnered relationship. And finally, women in both groups seem to
look to their partner for support in their decision to either forego or pursue motherhood.
The within group variability on this sub-theme of partner dynamics was again
represented in the non-mother group by Cathy who feels that a partner would not be able
to sway her from her decision to forego motherhood - she would end the relationship
before she would be willing to consider motherhood as a lesbian. The variability in the
mother group centered on the difference between being the partner who was more ready
to have children versus the partner who needed coaxing or more time in order to be able
to pursue motherhood.
The mother and non-mother groups were similar in their meaning making around
the sub-theme of family of origin in that there was a great deal of variability in both
groups. Some of the women from both groups felt pressure from their family of origin to
be parents, and some from both groups did not experience this pressure. Similarly,
women from both groups talked about wonderful family of origin experiences and role
models, while others talked of dysfunction and negative experiences.
One of the differences between the two groups is that the mothers have had to deal
with family of origin issues around motherhood and grandparenting and this in many
cases has strengthened familial relationships. The non-mothers have not had the
opportunity or vehicle of motherhood to do this. The most striking within group
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difference, however, is the meaning that Cathy attaches to the values of her family of
origin. It is these values that convince her that lesbian motherhood is wrong. No other
narrator in either group based this much of their decision on the values of their family of
origin.
In terms of relationships beyond the family of origin, mother and non-mothers in
this study seemed to find different meanings about motherhood in the local community.
Mothers tended to see positive role models and examples of acceptance and inclusion in
the local community as meaningful to them in their own identity as mothers. They also
spoke of influential persons beyond their partner and family of origin that had meaning
for them in their pursuit of motherhood. Furthermore, nearly all of the mothers spoke
about their appreciation of the local culture in terms of it’s liberal attitude toward lesbians
and the number of lesbian mother role models available to them.
The non-mothers on the other hand, did not speak about lesbian non-mother role
models. In fact, the influential people they talked about were actually lesbian mothers
rather than non-mothers. For Ann, having lesbian mother role models that she respects,
has helped her to see that it is her own lack of desire to have children that keeps her from
pursuing motherhood, rather than any internalized homophobia that tells her that lesbian
motherhood is wrong. Cathy though, feels that lesbian mothers make her uneasy and this
in some ways, confirms her “gut” feeling that lesbian motherhood is wrong and certainly
not something that she can pursue.
In terms of themselves in relation to the larger society and culture, the non-mother
group, again did not really talk about themselves as lesbian non-mothers in relation to
society. Rather, they talked more about lesbian motherhood in relation to society. For
example, Cathy felt that the homophobic nature of society was an obstacle that would
need to change in order for her to pursue her desire for motherhood. Conversely, Ann
felt that society and culture would not be enough to stop her from motherhood if she had
the desire to pursue it, which she does not.
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The mothers varied in their responses about the larger societal implications of their
pursuit of motherhood. Some of them saw the larger societal and cultural climate
becoming more accepting of difference; while others saw it becoming more judgmental
and full of hate. These mothers differ from the non-mothers in that they tended to
forecast the future social climate, while the non-mothers paid more attention to the current
social climate for lesbian mothers, again not even considering this climate in terms of their
own identity as non-mothers.
Self In Relation To The Decision To Pursue Or Forego Motherhood
The majority of non-mothers and mothers felt that the decision they made about
motherhood was an easy one, with the exception of Rose who felt that it was the hardest
decision she ever made because of the issues of homophobia that she needed to face.
The two groups were also similar in that some women in both groups felt that it
wasn’t really a decision - that in a sense they did not have a choice. For mother Toni, this
was because something internally was driving her to have children and she could
therefore not be comfortable with foregoing motherhood. For the non-mothers, this lack
of choice had to do with either the fundamental lack of desire to have a child or in Cathy’s
case, the belief that lesbians should not have children
The differences between the groups were that in the non-mother group, Ella
expressed some ambivalence in what was otherwise an easy decision, while the majority
of mothers did not express ambivalence as a factor in terms of the difficulty of the
decision. The other difference between the groups was that some of the mothers talked
about the level of difficulty of some of the logistics of the decision such as which partner
would actually bear the child; which for obvious reasons was not a factor for non¬
mothers.
In terms of the emotion associated with the decision, the two groups were quite
different. The non-mothers for the most part, had trouble getting in touch with their
emotion and many of them spoke about a sense of fit or rightness of the decision, rather
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than what would be thought of as more typical emotions. The mothers on the other hand,
expressed a wider range of both positive and negative emotion. Furthermore, it is
interesting to note that during the interviews, the mothers tended to exhibit much more
affect when talking about this emotion as opposed to the non-mothers, who for the most
part showed less affect and were more matter of fact in the articulation of their emotions.
Mothers and non-mothers were also quite different in their understanding of what
they gain and lose by choosing to either forego or pursue motherhood. Mothers seem to
find a great deal of meaning in the fact that they gain the somewhat intangible benefits that
motherhood brings such as fulfillment, wholeness, hope, pride, respect, connection and
the ability to see the world through a child’s eyes. Non-mothers seemed to realize that
these intangibles associated with the experience of motherhood are what they lose by
foregoing motherhood. The flip side of this is that the non-mothers reported that they
gain or at least maintain the more tangible aspects of day to day living such as time,
spontaneity, career flexibility, freedom, independence etc. These more tangible aspects
of day to day living were exactly what the mothers realize they lose by pursuing
motherhood. In addition, some mothers were also concerned with the losses associated
with their relationship with their partner.
There was also a lot of variability within and between groups on the sub-theme of
comfort level/certainty/ambivalence of the decision. Non-mothers were similar with each
other in that most of them felt that something internal would need to change in order for
them to reverse their decision and pursue motherhood. However, the external factor of
partner influence was also important for many of them. And for Cathy, either she would
need to change her lesbian identity, or else society and her family would need to change
their judgment of that identity in order for her to pursue motherhood. Furthermore, The
non-mothers also varied in their amount of ambivalence about their decision; with some
women being absolutely firm and at peace with their decision and others feeling more
ambivalence about their decision.
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Lesbians in the mother group did not express much ambivalence about their
decision to pursue motherhood, but they did express some ambivalence around some of
the issues associated with that decision such as wishing they had pursued motherhood
earlier or regretting the fact that their child could never know their donor.
Self In The Future
Non-mothers seemed to find meaning about the future in very different ways than
mothers. Mothers for the most part have formulated more thoughts and plans about the
future; many of which focus on their children and their created nuclear family. Non¬
mothers, on the other hand, seem to have invested less energy in thinking about and
planning for the future.
In terms of hopes and fears, mothers were much more able to articulate their
hopes and fears for the future. The non-mothers were for the most part concerned about
being alone, missing out on something or someday regretting their decision. However,
the majority of them seemed to downplay this fear or at least not attend to it with much
intensity. The mothers on the other hand, spoke with much intensity and more affect
about their many hopes and fears about the future. They hoped for good things for their
children and feared the discrimination and pain that their child might face in a homophobic
society.
While most of the mothers’ fears centered around their children, some of them
were also able to get in touch with other fears. Zora, for example, was able to talk about
the long range hopes and fears she has for her child; but her more immediate and perhaps
strongest fear was that she wouldn’t be able to conceive and therefore would not be able
to pursue motherhood in the way that she wanted. In addition, Zora spoke about her
concern about her level of fulfillment as a mother and whether or not she would feel
Comfortable changing her career. And finally, Val spoke about her fear of losing her
autonomy and freedom.
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The mothers in the sample seemed to also be more clear about the concept of
family in the future. All of the mothers reported that their created nuclear family would be
the most central definition of family with some variability in terms of who else would be
included in addition to this nucleus. The non-mothers were more vague about what
family would mean to them in the future. Many of them talked about family of origin,
friends, nieces and nephews and the hope that their partner might be more accepted by
their family of origin in the future. Furthermore, there seemed to be more anxiety around
this issue for non-mothers than mothers, almost as if some of the non-mothers imagined
having less control or less of a sense of who and what they could count on as family in
the future.
And finally, the sub-theme of identity in the future proved to have very little
within group variability and an extreme amount of between group variability. In fact, all
but one of the mothers spoke to the issue of identity in response to a nebulous question
about the meaning that the pursuit of motherhood would have in their lives. The non¬
mothers did not speak to the issue of identity in the same way in their responses to a
similar question asking them about the meaning that foregoing motherhood would have in
their lives. In their responses, most of the mothers reported that motherhood would be
the defining characteristic in their identity and sense of self. They also spoke about the
credibility that being a parent gives them in their professional work with children; the
connection that this part of their identity gives them to all other mothers and the role that
the pursuit of motherhood has played in helping them deal with their own internalized
homophobia.
Summary
In summary then, the majority of both lesbian mothers and non-mothers reported
a sense of an inner predisposition or predilection either for or against motherhood. In
both groups, experiences and relationships tend to support this initial predilection. Also,
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many of the non-mothers perceived themselves to be selfish because they did not want to
make the sacrifices they would have to make in order to pursue motherhood.
Furthermore, the narrators from both groups felt that this inner predilection is
more salient for them in their decisions about motherhood than is their lesbian identity.
The exception to this is Cathy who allows her lesbian identity to overrule her inner
predilection for motherhood because she feels that it is wrong for lesbians to have
children. In addition. Sue is a bit different from the other narrators in that it is her lesbian
identity that has helped to facilitate her pursuit of motherhood.
Partners dynamics were very important to both mothers and non-mothers. For
some of the non-mothers, a partner who wanted to pursue motherhood was the only thing
that might force them to reverse their decision and pursue motherhood, although they
could not be certain about this. Partner relationships were very important for mothers
also; to the point that most mothers would not have pursued motherhood as a single
person. Family of origin relationships were also important to narrators from both
groups. However, there appeared to be no significant family of origin patterns or
predisposing factors evident for either the pursuit or the foregoing of motherhood. In
other words, women in both groups had both positive and negative experiences with
family of origin relationships.
In terms of other people beyond the family of origin, the two groups were quite
different. Role models, local community and societal effects seemed to be more
important for mothers because of the public nature of raising children and because of their
strong identification with the role that motherhood plays in their lives. For non-mothers,
there seemed to be no outward connection or identification with other non-mothers or
with the status of non-motherhood. Also, non-mothers as a group seemed less concerned
with the influences of community and society. The exception to this is Cathy, who is
greatly intimidated by societal homophobia and somewhat uneasy in the presence of
lesbian mothers because of her belief that lesbian motherhood is wrong.
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For most mothers and non-mothers, the decision to either pursue or forego
motherhood was an easy one because it was somewhat dictated by the internal sense of a
predisposition for or against motherhood. The mothers seemed to have a lot of positive
emotion about the decision, while the majority of non-mothers seemed to have more of a
sense of rightness rather than emotion about their decision. Furthermore, the non¬
mothers recognized that by foregoing motherhood they were gaining freedom and
independence, while the mothers realized that this is what they lost by pursuing
motherhood. Conversely, the non-mothers felt that they lost the intangibles of the
experience of raising a child, while the mothers reported these as gains in their pursuit of
motherhood. And finally, the non-mothers as a group expressed more ambivalence about
their decision than did the mothers.
In terms of the future, the mothers seemed to have devoted more energy to
thoughts about the future than had the non-mothers. The mothers were also more clear
about who and what family would mean to them in the future. In addition, the fact that
they will be mothers, constituted a large part of their identity and the majority of their
hopes and fears seemed to center around their families. The non-mothers on the other
hand, were more uncertain about who and what family would be for them in the future
and the majority of their hopes and fears seemed to center more around themselves than
their family members. And interestingly enough, the fact that they will be non-mothers
did not seem to constitute a large part of their identity.

138

CHAPTER V
ANALYSIS OF RESULTS
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore the meaning that lesbians attach to the
experience of foregoing motherhood. Results were obtained through the use of a
qualitative research design which incorporated in-depth phenomenological interviewing
with both lesbian mothers and non-mothers. As expected, these interviews generated a
lot of data which was then organized according to the proposed question about the
meaning of the experience of foregoing motherhood. When the data was organized
around this question, five common themes emerged that seemed to have meaning for the
narrators around the issue of either pursuing or foregoing motherhood. It is these five
themes that constituted the categories in the results section of Chapter IV of this
dissertation. As a review, they are presented here again.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Self Perception and Understanding of Self
Self as a Lesbian
Self in Relation to Others
Self in Relation to the Decision to Pursue or Forego Motherhood
Self in the Future

So what does the exploration of these themes tell us about the meaning of the
experience of foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity? In other words,
what has been revealed in this study that is important for us to know? Perhaps most
importantly, the common themes help to illuminate the questions that appear to be most
salient to the issue of foregoing motherhood as a lesbian. The most obvious of these
questions are:
1. What meaning do the internal mechanisms of self perception and self
understanding have for these women in their experience with foregoing
motherhood?
2. What meaning does lesbian identity have for these women in their
experience with foregoing motherhood?
3. What meaning do other people have for these women in their experience
with foregoing motherhood?
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4. What meaning does the actual decision to forego motherhood have for these
women?
5. In what ways does the future have meaning for these women who are
foregoing motherhood?
In this discussion section, I will explore the ways in which the results of this
study address each of these five questions.
Question #1
In answer to the first question, it appears that internal mechanisms have a great
deal of meaning for the non-mothers in the study. The overriding sentiment expressed by
four of the five non-mothers was that they had always had a very strong internal sense
that motherhood was simply not for them. When questioned further, these women could
articulate past experiences that had solidified this internal predilection; but it seems that
these experiences were secondary to the more primary, internal lack of desire to pursue
motherhood. Similarly, most of them had accumulated further meaning around the
knowledge that they would not be good at mothering and many of them had come to
perceive themselves as selfish because of the fact that motherhood did not fit with their
values or priorities. However, these things were again seen as secondary to the more
fundamental meaning that lay in this internal sense of knowing the self and therefore
knowing that motherhood was not “right” for one’s self. In line with this internal
predilection, these women never experienced any sense of a drive to pursue motherhood
and at no time planned on having children. It is not clear when the onset of this sense of
self was for these women; but what is clear, is the fact that most of the narrators felt that it
was something they had always known about themselves.
The narratives from the women in the mother group support this notion of an
internal sense of knowing. Most of them talked about a parallel sense - a sense of
knowing that motherhood was “right” for them. These mothers had good experiences
with nurturing, they had come to believe that they would be good at parenting, they had
felt driven to work on their homophobia in order to be able to pursue motherhood and
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they had found themselves with partners who would allow and/or enable them to pursue
this part of themselves. Interestingly enough, their accumulated experiences and
knowledge base about themselves seem to have supported this original notion that they
were cut out to be mothers; much like the non-mothers had accumulated meaning that
supported their internal sense of destiny toward non-motherhood.
Further support for the presence of this internal predilection is the fact that these
non-mothers have responded more to the internal sense that motherhood is not for them;
rather than any external role models or influences that might pull them toward it. For
example, Ann mentioned the great respect that she has for the lesbian mothers that she
knows; yet these women are not role models for her because she knows internally that
motherhood is not for her. Therefore, the external role modeling that these lesbian
mothers represent does not influence Ann’s intention to not mother because the internal
message that motherhood is not for her is stronger and more influential than the external
positive role modeling that she is exposed to.
An interesting aspect of this internal sense of self however, is the fact that the
decision to forego motherhood is somewhat of a non-issue for these lesbians and
certainly not a defining characteristic of their identity. In other words, they do not think
of themselves as non-mothers in the same way that the mothers think of themselves as
mothers. This can be seen in the fact that none of the lesbian non-mothers talked about
other non-mothers that had been influential in their decision to not mother; nor did they
have lesbian or heterosexual non-mother role models; nor had they thought a great deal
about what this decision would mean for them in the future; nor had they read about this
issue or aligned themselves with other non-mothers in the community as a resource and
means of support around this issue. In sharp contrast to this, the mothers very much
identify themselves as mothers and have done and continue to do all of the above
mentioned things; thus suggesting that motherhood constitutes a large and centrally
defining characteristic of their identity.
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The task at hand for non-mothers, therefore, may be to augment this internal
predilection mechanism with external support from the non-mother community and other
sources of support. However, it appears that this is not being done; at least not by the
narrators in this study. This may because these structures are simply not in place for non¬
mothers as they are for mothers. In other words, there appears to be no obvious role
models, no books or other media, and no support groups or other resources around the
issue of lesbian non-motherhood.
Perhaps studies like this one will make non-motherhood more of an issue thereby
fostering the creation of some of these structures. This may be prove beneficial in that it
may help to prevent this issue from turning into a crisis across the lifespan. The nature of
this crisis could involve many things. For example, it could be a “mid-life” sort of crisis
around the issues of generativity and loneliness; or it could involve issues of negative self
concept which stem from the self imposed perception that non-mothering is a selfish act;
or it may involve the break-up of partnered relationships because of a lack of attention to
this issue; or it may involve some other type of pain and confusion that we are not yet
familiar with because of the fact that lesbian non-motherhood has thus far not been well
researched.
I would also like to point out, however, that there is also a possibility that there
will be no crisis associated with non-mothering. Perhaps even the suggestion that
foregoing motherhood may lead to crisis is buying into the traditional expectations about
female gender roles and the great societal reverence around the institution of motherhood.
Further research on this topic, therefore, should be mindful of the values and biases that
may be related to this issue.
Furthermore, this lack of identification with non-motherhood raises other
interesting questions. For example, does this lack of identification relate to the fact that
society expects that lesbians will not have children, thereby rendering lesbian non¬
mothers as somewhat invisible and lesbian non-motherhood as somewhat of a non-issue?
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Also, can people be expected to construct identity around what they are not? Do people
of color find meaning and a sense of identity in being non-white or do they find more of a
sense of identity, meaning and community in being people of color? Similarly, do
women identify themselves more as women or as non-male? Certainly the simple status
of being non-white, non-male or a non-mother has ramifications in our society today; but
what difference would it make if non-mothers could have a positive identity rather than
one that identifies them as something they are not? Or do non-mothers currently have a
positive identity because of the fact that they represent the majority in the lesbian
community and in some ways receive positive reinforcement for choosing to forego
motherhood? If this is the case, perhaps lesbian non-mothers are more like white people
in our society who do not pay much attention to the fact that they are white because they
are part of the dominant, majority group and are therefore not forced to reckon with
issues of oppression based on the color of their skin. In other words, do lesbian nonmothers not identify with their non-mother status because of the fact that they have
historically been in the majority group in the lesbian community and have therefore not
been forced to reckon with the non-mothering aspect of their identity? Will this change as
motherhood becomes more of a volitional choice in the lesbian community and more
lesbians pursue motherhood? Further research may want to explore these questions on a
deeper level.
And finally, issues of gender were also noted in the results as a component of self
understanding and perception. These issues of gender were mentioned in a significant
way by only a few of the women in the sample. It is interesting to note though, that the
non-mothers who did mention gender expressed a lack of fit with traditional female
gender roles and a lack of identification with the female aspects of their identity; while the
mothers that mentioned gender expressed a strong identification with the female part of
themselves. This raises interesting questions then, about the connection between the
meaning that gender has for lesbian mothers and non-mothers and the corresponding
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internal predilections they have about motherhood. The scope of this study does not
permit such an exploration, but it may be a good topic for further research.
In summary then, the results of this study suggest that internal mechanisms had a
great deal of meaning for lesbian non-mothers. Perhaps most notable is the finding that
most narrators in the study have always had a sense of an inner predilection either for or
against motherhood. Furthermore, the majority of the narrators were attending to that
inner predilection and allowing it to guide them either toward or away from motherhood.
As will be seen in the following discussion, lesbian identity and other factors such as
relationships have influenced and interacted with this internal predilection. However,
these other factors appear to have less meaning for most narrators than the more primary
internal sense of oneself. Furthermore, the women who have remained true to this
internal sense seem to be at peace with themselves and with their relationship to the issue
of motherhood; as opposed to Cathy whose internalized homophobia has forced her to
ignore her desire to pursue motherhood, thereby causing her to struggle with the loss that
this represents for her.
Question #2
The second salient question addressed in this study was about the meaning that
lesbian identity has for these women in their experience with foregoing motherhood.
Interestingly enough, four of the five non-mothers felt that their lesbian identity was not
an issue in their decision to forego motherhood. They felt that the internal sense of
rightness about their decision to forego motherhood was in no way affected by the
discovery of their lesbianism. They gave the impression that their predilection against
motherhood was a core and fundamental aspect of themselves that they had always
known and that the lesbian aspect of their identity became known to them later and did not
affect their basic understanding that motherhood was not for them.
This idea that lesbian identity does not alter the more fundamental internal stance
toward motherhood is supported by the data from the mother group. In fact, the majority
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of mothers revealed that although lesbian identity was an important consideration for them
in the planning for motherhood, it was not something that could have prevented them
from actualizing the part of themselves that was destined for motherhood.
The exception to all of this is non-mother Cathy whose lesbian identity does
outweigh her internal predisposition toward motherhood. She seems to be aware that on
the most fundamental level, motherhood is right for her and something that she would
pursue if she were not a lesbian. However, as a lesbian, the external influences of a
homophobic family and culture have caused her to internalize this homophobia and
strongly invest in the belief that it is morally wrong for lesbians to pursue motherhood.
The discomfort and pain around the conflict between her desire to pursue motherhood and
her belief that it would be wrong to do so, was evident throughout Cathy’s interview.
It might be argued that mother Sue is also an exception to the other women in the
study in that she did not follow her fundamental sense that motherhood was not right for
her. However, I would disagree. It is true that Sue’s most fundamental, historical sense
of herself was that motherhood was not right for her. However, for Sue at that time,
motherhood meant being a biological mother in a heterosexual relationship with a man
who would be the father of the child. This model was not something she was
comfortable with. However, when she was exposed to a new paradigm of motherhood;
namely lesbian co-motherhood, she had an internal sense that this type of motherhood
was very right for her. Furthermore, she has adhered to her internal sense that she was
not meant to be a biological mother and has accordingly refused the opportunity to pursue
this type of motherhood. She is, however, elated that her lesbian identity has enabled her
to parent without having had to mother. There is a fundamental difference between these
two roles and it seems clear that Sue has an internal sense that one is right for her while
the other is not.
The other interesting aspect of lesbian identity, then, in relation to the issue of
motherhood is that lesbians who have an internal sense that traditional biological
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motherhood is not for them, can still experience parenting in a way that would not be
possible with a male partner. This is because when both parents are female, neither
woman is constricted by the traditional gender roles associated with parenting. Indeed a
paradigm shift that would allow women to parent rather than mother and men to “mother”
rather than simply parent would have far reaching implications for parenting and for child
development in both the heterosexual and homosexual populations.
The results of this study also raise questions about lesbian identity development.
The decisions that lesbians make about motherhood seem to stem from an internal sense
about whether or not one is predisposed for motherhood. However, the narrators in this
study also point out that by virtue of their decision to pursue motherhood, mothers are
forced to eventually deal with this issue on a more external level - their external process is
exposed. For non-mothers though, it remains for the most part, an internal process
because they do not have to expose themselves in the way that mothers are exposed as
lesbian mothers. This raises questions about lesbian identity development. Does
motherhood provide a vehicle for exploring internalized homophobia and making changes
to fully integrate lesbian identity into one’s life and relationships? If so, then what does
that mean for non-mothers who do not have this vehicle of motherhood to “push” them
along? In what way is lesbian identity development or at least the coming out process
stunted by not pursuing motherhood? Are there other vehicles that encourage non¬
mothers to further their development by coming out more to themselves and to other
people? Again, these questions are not answered by this study, but they are raised as
important considerations and possible questions for future research.
In summary, the experiences of the women in this study suggest that lesbian
identity is not a factor that can override the meaning that is derived from one’s own
internal predilection toward the issue of motherhood. The exception here is when the
cultural homophobic assumptions about lesbians have been internalized to the extent that
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one believes that it is morally wrong to pursue motherhood as a lesbian and this belief
then outweighs the internal predilection toward motherhood.
Question #3
The third salient question illuminated by this study explores the meaning that other
people represent for lesbians who forego motherhood. This includes partners, family of
origin members and other people in the narrator’s intimate circle of relationships as well
as the more nebulous circles of the local community and society at large.
Partners seem to have a great deal of meaning for non-mothers. The partnered
non-mothers in the study expressed a sense of fit with their partner because of their
shared intention to forego motherhood. They seemed to find comfort in the fact that
neither of them wanted to pursue parenting. The non-mothers who were single on the
other hand, wondered what effect a partner would have on their decision to forego
motherhood. They seemed to feel that a partner might be the only thing that could
possibly sway them from their internal wish to forego motherhood; yet they seemed
unable to be certain about this. Cathy on the other hand, was quite certain that a partner
would in no way be able to persuade her to pursue motherhood as a lesbian.
The mother group confirmed the importance of partner dynamics around the issue
of motherhood. They seem to have found partners that have either supported or in some
cases enabled the pursuit of motherhood. Furthermore, all of the mothers doubted
whether they would have children as a single mother. The mothers also grappled with the
issue of who in the partnership would be the biological mother. The answer to this seems
to depend on the internal sense that each partner has about what is right for them. What
appears most difficult though, is when one partner is ready to pursue motherhood and the
other is not. The narrators in this study were able to successfully handle this dilemma
and move forward toward parenting, but this issue certainly has implications for
counseling with lesbian couples who are struggling with these issues.
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Family of origin represented another source of meaning for the non-mothers in the
study. However, nearly all of them felt that the influence of family of origin was only
secondary to the more primary internal mechanism that was driving them to forego
motherhood. One might wonder to what extent these early family of origin experiences
have been internalized, thereby making them part of what these mothers experience as
internal. However, we are concerned here only with the meaning that these lesbians
make of their experience and for the majority of non-mothers in the study, it appears that
family of origin, although very influential, is not as important as the internal sense that
they do not want to be mothers. The exception here is, of course, Cathy who finds
nearly all of her meaning about what is right and wrong from her family and her fear of
being judged by them. This sense of right and wrong is very different than the internal
mechanism of right and wrong that the other non-mothers talked about. For the other
non-mothers, right and wrong is a sense of fit or a matter of being true to one’s self.
While for Cathy, right and wrong is more about adherence to an imposed sense of
morality that, in fact, overrides her internal wish to pursue motherhood.
For the other non-mothers, family of origin is important in many ways, but it
does not constitute the deciding factor in their decision to forego motherhood. Some of
them were exposed to very negative family of origin experiences that further discouraged
them from pursuing motherhood, while some had very positive family of origin
experiences and relationships. None of them received a lot of pressure to have children,
but some of them still feel a sense of guilt about not providing their parents with
grandchildren. The mothers also seem to feel that their family of origin was and is quite
influential, but again not the determining factor in their pursuit of motherhood. They too
had both negative and positive experiences and varying degrees of pressure to pursue
parenting.
It seems then, that family of origin is important on a number of different levels.
No one set of circumstances however, seems to either facilitate or prohibit the pursuit of
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motherhood. Rather, for the women in this study, it seems that family of origin
experiences and relationships serve to augment or illuminate the original and primary
stance toward motherhood. Again, we might wonder how much of this stance was
internalized from early - perhaps even pre-verbal family of origin experiences. However,
for the purpose of this study we are only concerned with the understanding that the
narrators have about family of origin and the meaning that this understanding has for
them. And it is clear that the non-mothers in this study, with the exception of Cathy,
recognize the different influences of their family of origin, but also have a sense that this
influence is not as strong as the internal predilection which navigates them away from
motherhood.
In terms of other people beyond the family of origin, it is interesting to note that
the non-mothers have not found meaning in relationship to other non-mothers, while the
mothers have found a great deal of meaning in their connections to both heterosexual and
lesbian mothers. Furthermore, mothers talked a lot about the meaning that they attach to
the acceptance and tolerance of the local community and to the changes in the level of
tolerance in society at large. It seems that these issues have more meaning for them as
mothers because they are now forced to interact more with the surrounding community
and with society as a whole.
Furthermore, this exposure has forced these mothers to confront homophobia,
both internal and external, on a greater scale, while for the non-mothers this has not been
an issue. In fact, when the non-mothers speak to issues of community and society, it is
in reference to lesbian mothers, rather than to themselves as non-mothers. It seems that
society has made non-mothers somewhat invisible and the issue of foregoing motherhood
as a lesbian somewhat of a non-issue even to the non-mothers themselves. This has far
reaching implications as stated before in terms of lesbian identity development as well as
more general human developmental issues across the lifespan. These longitudinal
ramifications of foregoing motherhood are not explored by this study. However, a
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follow-up longitudinal study would certainly shed light on some of the questions raised
herein.
In summary then, other people, especially partners, seem to be very important for
lesbian non-mothers. However, these other people do not seem to have as much meaning
as the more internal mechanisms that steer non-mothers away from motherhood. Also, it
is important to note that this study suggests that non-mothers do not tend to identify with
or relate to other non-mothers around the issue of foregoing motherhood.
Question #4
The fourth salient question illuminated by this study ponders the meaning that the
actual decision to forego motherhood had for the women in the study. This includes the
level of difficulty of the decision, the emotion associated with it, the perceived gains and
losses of the decision and the comfort level/certainty/ambivalence of the decision.
The decision to forego motherhood seemed to be an easy one for the majority of
non-mothers in this study. In fact, some women implied that it wasn’t even a decision;
rather it was simply living out something that they had always known about themselves.
Narrators from the mother group supported this notion of a non-decision; for most of
them, it was more like following an internal calling toward motherhood. Many of them
had to deal with their own homophobia in order to be able to follow that calling, but for
the most part, the decision to pursue motherhood was an easy one. This then supports
the idea of an internal stance toward motherhood that in a sense guides the individual
toward a decision to either forego or pursue motherhood. For non-mother Cathy though,
it was an easy decision, not because it was in line with her internal self; but because her
lesbian identity gave her no choice. It is living with the decision and being at peace with
non-motherhood that seems to be the hard part for Cathy.
In terms of the emotional meaning of the decision, the non-mothers in the study
seemed to find little emotional meaning in their decision to forego motherhood. In fact,
the mothers talked much more about emotion and showed more affect during the
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interviews, while the non-mothers seemed to find their meaning in the more cognitive
aspects of fit or rightness of the decision - again suggesting an adherence to the internal
sense that motherhood is simply not for them.
In terms of the gains and losses associated with the decision to forego
motherhood, the non-mothers seemed to be aware of what they might gain and lose. For
the most part, they spoke of a vague sense of loss around the intangible aspects of
mothering, such as seeing a child grow and develop, teaching a child etc. However, with
the exception of Cathy, they did not seem to mourn that loss. Rather, they seemed more
in touch with the things that they gain or maintain by foregoing motherhood, namely their
freedom and independence. Conversely, mothers were more in touch with the intangible
gains of motherhood and seemed only mildly inconvenienced by the losses of freedom
and independence. It seems then, that the meaning that both groups apply to these gains
and losses is very much in line with their decision to either pursue or forego motherhood.
In other words, it seems that the losses would be much greater and have much more
meaning if the mothers forewent motherhood and if the non-mothers pursued
motherhood. This again suggests a fit with some sort of internal mechanism or
predilection that causes motherhood to be right for some lesbians and not for others.
And finally, the majority of non-mothers seemed quite comfortable with their
decision to forego motherhood. This may be because it represents an external
representation of who they internally understand themselves to be. They all felt that
something would need to change in order for them to feel comfortable pursuing
motherhood. However, they differ in their level of ambivalence and in whether or not
they would want this to change. As a group however, they did express more
ambivalence than the narrators in the mother group who expressed practically no
ambivalence about their decision to pursue motherhood. This raises another interesting
longitudinal question raised but not answered by this study. Will non-mothers grow to
regret their decision? Or will they be able to incorporate and integrate the non-mother
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aspect of their identity in a positive way, much like non-white people have found pride in
being people of color, and non-male people have found pride in being women and nonheterosexual people have found pride in being gay, lesbian or bisexual? This raises
important, provocative questions for further research.
Question #5
The fifth salient question in this study is about the meaning that the future has for
these non-mothers. The non-mothers have not put a lot of thought into the future. Most
of them expressed some uncertainty about who family would mean to them in the future
and most had concerns about being alone in their later years. However, they seemed to
have not processed much of this. It was not clear whether these issues have been avoided
because of the discomfort associated with them or whether they simply have been non¬
issues for the narrators.
This is one theme that the mother group was able to shed much light on. The
narratives of the mothers illuminated the fact that much of their thoughts about the future
are driven by hopes and fears for their children. In a sense, motherhood forces them to
project more toward the future. They seemed to have no questions or concerns about
who they will count/name as family in the future. They also had a better sense of their
identity in the future - they will be mothers and this will define them. The non-mothers
did not have as clear of a sense of who or what they or their relationships would be in the
future. This again raises questions and concerns about the long range implications of
foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity. The non-mothers in the study
seem to not be aware of these concerns and may not be until it is too late. Or they may
not have any concerns or regrets. We simply do not know what to expect, but the fact
that the non-mothers have not thought much about the future or their long range identity
as non-mothers indicates that perhaps this is an area for further study.
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Summary
Much of the meaning that the lesbian non-mothers in this study attach to their
experience stems from an understanding of themselves in relation to the issue of
motherhood. This internal sense of knowing where they stand in relation to motherhood
seems to have always been present for most of the narrators. This study has unearthed
the presence of this internal predisposition or predilection about motherhood and has also
revealed that for some lesbians this internal sense may be mitigated or even obliterated by
internalized homophobia. Many questions remain however. Where does this internal
sense come from? Is it a function of neurophysiology? Or is it an internal manifestation
that stems from early experiences? Is it something that has accumulated meaning over
time due to experiences and relationships? If so, why do the majority of women in this
study imply that it is something they have always known about themselves? What are the
connections between this internal sense of self and gender identity and/or lesbian identity?
These and many other questions are posed by this study. Further research is needed to
explore these questions in an attempt to better understand the experience of lesbian nonmothers.
In the following sections, I will discuss the fit between the results of this study
and what is already known about lesbian non-mothers, the implications of the study and
the limitations to bear in mind when considering the results of the study.
Fit With Existing Research
It is important to place the findings of this study in the context of the existent
literature on the experience of foregoing motherhood as a lesbian. It is a bit difficult to do
this though, because this is the first study that has taken an in-depth phenomenological
look at the meaning that lesbians attach to the experience of foregoing motherhood.
Therefore much of the information generated in this study is new information and there is
no similar research to compare it to. However, as pointed out in the literature review in
Chapter II of this dissertation, Lesser (1991) and a few other works have at least touched
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on the issue of lesbian non-motherhood and although most of these writings are not from
the scholarly press; they do nonetheless, provide a means of comparison.
First, it is important to note that the data from this study supports the research
presented earlier in Chapter II that suggests that lesbian motherhood is now a more viable
and volitional choice than it once was. (See Chapter II for references.) All of the lesbian
mothers and non-mothers with the exception of one non-mother felt entitled to have
children and they all seemed to be aware of artificial insemination as an option that was
available to them. Many of them also alluded to the change in social mores that had
occurred in society as a whole and in the local Northampton area in particular. All of this
supports the literature that was reviewed in Chapter II about the changes that have taken
place to make motherhood a more viable and volitional choice within the lesbian
community.
As pointed out in Chapter II, Lesser (1991) is the only scholarly work that I was
able to find that deals exclusively with foregoing motherhood as a lesbian. In her study.
Lesser found that homophobia and the reluctance to bring a child into a state of
oppression was an important factor for some of the women in her sample. This does not
fit with the majority of non-mothers in my sample who felt that lesbian identity was a
non-issue for them. The women in Lesser’s sample are similar to Cathy though, in that
they wanted to pursue motherhood, but felt that they could not do so because of the
difficulties that children of lesbians would face. The difference though, is that these
women seemed to be mindful of the effect that externalized homophobia would have for
their children, while Cathy seemed to respond more to her internalized homophobia that
tells her it is wrong to have children as a lesbian.
The studies are different in their focus also. Lesser focused on post-decision
factors such as the amount of regret that the women in her sample felt about their
experience. (Lang, 1991, also addresses the issue of regret.) This is different from the
women in my sample for whom the decision is still very much alive, rather than
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something they are looking back on. This may be related to the fact that the 15 women in
Lesser’s sample were between the ages of 36 and 47 and were therefore a good deal older
than the women in my sample who were between the ages of 26 and 34.
Perhaps the most important note of comparison though, is the discrepancy
between the majority of women in my sample who had always known that motherhood
was not for them and the women in Lesser’s sample who could remember a time when
they did plan to pursue motherhood. Lesser does point out however, that, “Although all
of the women remembered that when they were children they thought they’d be mothers
when they grew up, they now saw this as an expression of a desire to be conventional,
rather than as a true personal wish” (Lesser, p. 86). This idea of a “true personal wish”
seems to have the same “flavor” as what I have been calling an internal predisposition or
internal predilection about motherhood. Perhaps their desire to be conventional had
outweighed their internal sense or true personal wish in much the same way that
homophobia outweighed the true personal wish of Cathy. But why didn’t the women in
my sample feel the need to be conventional? Why had they always paid attention to their
internal sense rather than let it be outweighed by the need to be conventional? I do not
know for sure, but perhaps it is an artifact of time. Perhaps the changing social mores
had shifted enough that the younger women in my sample felt more free to be who they
internally knew themselves to be. A comparative study between older lesbian non¬
mothers and younger ones would most likely yield interesting and informative results
around this issue of changing social mores over the course of time.
Moving beyond Lesser and considering the other available literature that deals
with foregoing motherhood as a lesbian, we can see both similarities and differences
between the findings of this study and the ideas expressed in other writings. Again, the
most striking difference is that no other research emphasizes the internal sense of
knowing about motherhood that was so meaningful to the women in my study. Lang
(1991) however, does cite lack of desire as a factor in the decision to forego motherhood.
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The quotes that she uses to illustrate this lack of desire sound very similar to some of the
non-mother quotes from my sample and although Lang does not specifically talk about an
internal sense of knowing that motherhood was not meant to be for these women; the
quotes do indicate such a sense of knowing. This can be seen in the following brief
excerpts from Lang’s work. “I never felt the emotional desire to physically bear or have
a child, and I view not having children as a joyous choice” (p. 155). “Having children
just never crossed my mind. It’s just never been part of my life. I knew I didn’t want
them early on ...” (p. 155).
I was told that it was very natural to grieve when you lose the ability to have
children. I was surprised by the lack of feelings I had about it. I’m not sure it was
ever something that was very important to me. I never felt a biological clock
urgency, (p. 149)
These quotes suggest that perhaps the women in Lang’s sample were similar to
the narrators in my sample who had always known that motherhood was not for them.
Lang does not provide us with enough information however to know this for sure or to
know how many of the women in her sample felt this way.
Another difference between the results of my study and the other literature is that
most of the women in my study felt that their lesbian identity and the homophobia
associated with that identity were not something that could overrule the internal
predilection that they had about motherhood. While there have certainly been other
lesbians represented in the literature who feel the same way, there seems to be more
attention paid to the lesbians who, like Cathy, forego motherhood because they feel that it
is incompatible with a lesbian identity (Crawford, 1987; Koepke, Hare & Moran, 1992;
Lesser, 1991; Martin, 1993). However, the fact that the lesbians in my study who were
most at peace with the issue of motherhood were those that had listened to their inner
voice about motherhood suggests that work should be done on both a practical and
research level to help lesbians pay attention to their internal belief about what is right for
them. This might mean overcoming homophobia and having a child; or coming to terms
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with the guilt or stigma of foregoing motherhood; or coming to terms with the decision to
forego motherhood when one’s true wish is to pursue it.
Another difference is that certain fears were cited in the literature that were not
mentioned by the women in this study. These include the fear that this decision will be
challenged by the lesbian community (Pies, 1985), and the fear that there will be a painful
rift between lesbians who do mother and lesbians who don’t (Felman, 1992; Pies, 1985).
In terms of similarities, this study is in line with other research that cites the fear
of being alone or isolated (Klepfisz, 1987) as an important factor in the experience of
foregoing motherhood. In addition. Pies’ (1985) work is similar to this study in that they
both note the lack of identification with the non-mother aspect of identity and the
corresponding lack of attention to what non-motherhood represents in one’s life.
Furthermore, the lesbian mothers in my sample who felt that motherhood was
/

what defined them most and whose thoughts about the future often centered around their
children were in line with other research that suggests that lesbian mothers are similar to
heterosexual mothers in that motherhood is the “single most salient feature of their
personal identity, and their lives are organized around their children” (Kirkpatrick, 1990,
p. 219).
Family of origin issues were an important factor both for the women in my study
and for the women studied in the available literature (Chase, 1992; De la Pena, 1992;
Klepfisz, 1987; Lang, 1991; Lesser, 1991; Raffa, 1992). For most of the non-mothers
presented in the research, it seems that negative family of origin experiences, including
abuse, have a lot of meaning in the decision to forego motherhood. For the women in my
study, these experiences tended to augment the meaning that they received from their own
internal sense of themselves. The other research, however, does not quantify family of
origin factors in terms of their relative weight in comparison to this internal sense.
The results of this study also fit with the existent literature that addresses the
unwillingness of some non-mothers to sacrifice their freedom and independence to have a
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child. Similar to most of the non-mothers in my study, non-mothers in the literature
placed higher value on their freedom, independence, careers etc., than on motherhood
(Chase, 1992; Felman, 1992; Lesser, 1991; Pies, 1985; Raffa, 1992). Furthermore, the
finding in this study that many non-mothers perceive themselves as selfish because of this
prioritizing, concurs with Pies (1985) work which also addresses the issue of selfishness
as it relates to the decision to forego motherhood.
In addition, this study concurs with the literature in that it finds partner variables
to be an important factor in the experience of foregoing motherhood. However, this other
literature considers effects of the partner relationship in addition to those cited in this
study. For example. Lesser (1991) writes about one woman who did not want to have
children in part because she could not rely on the help of a partner because of the
ephemeral nature of lesbian relationships. And Koepke, Hare & Moran (1992) point out
a different concern for lesbian partners who forego motherhood. According to them,
lesbian couples with children report more relationship satisfaction than lesbian couples
without children. Evans (1990) cites another concern for childless lesbian couples.
According to Evans, if certain issues are not resolved by the childless lesbian couple,
distorted forms of mothering often occur within the relationship. So while the women in
my study seemed to be more concerned with how a partner would affect their decision
about motherhood or how having children would negatively affect their partnership; other
research indicates that they should perhaps also be concerned with the negative effect that
not having children could have on their partnership.
When comparing this study to the available literature, it is interesting to note that
other studies seem to suggest that lesbians are under the same compulsory motherhood
pressures as are their heterosexual counterparts (Klepfisz, 1987; Lesser, 1991; Lewin,
1993; Martin, 1993). Given this, it is interesting to note that most of the women in my
study did not report much awareness of this pressure. A good topic for further research
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therefore, would be an investigation of the environmental pressures that lesbians feel. Do
they feel more pressure to pursue motherhood as a woman or to forego it as a lesbian?
The results of this study are also interesting when viewed in light of Evans (1990)
argument that women possess a deep connection with fertility. Her thoughts on this
subject were outlined in Chapter II, but I will provide them here again as a review.
Being a lesbian without children offers another set of opportunities, often
unrecognized for growth.... Women possess a deep connection with fertility, if not
in the physical realm then on a spiritual and metaphorical level.... When mothering
is recognized and understood to be both part of and larger than the actual act of
being a mother, this energy is powerful and creative. To own this heightened
vision the lesbian woman without a child must individually reckon with what
femininity really means to her, and how she chooses to express her fertility. If this
question gets bypassed or its importance denied, a primary source of her
development gets lost. My clinical observation is that this denied energy often plays
itself out in distorted forms of mothering within the relationship - primarily over¬
functioning in the relationship ... (p. 49)
The non-mothers in my sample did not express a strong connection with fertility,
nor did they seem to be aware of the growth opportunities that the potential of mothering
provides. However, perhaps they should be more aware of these issues. The fact that
they did not mention these issues does not mean that they are not at work in the lives of
these narrators. Rather, these issues might be salient, but just not exposed by this study.
Further research may want to explore this issue of “mothering” as it relates to issues of
femininity, fertility and relationship functioning.
And finally. Pies’ (1985) finding that the most common emotions associated with
the decision to forego motherhood are loss, fear and relief is not completely matched by
this study. It is true that some of the narrators in this study talked about a fear of being
alone and/or a sense of relief or loss around this issue. However, when asked directly
about their emotions surrounding the decision, most of them talked about a sense of fit or
rightness about the decision rather than a sense of fear or relief or loss. This is an area
that is very difficult to quantify and make comparisons around though. Indeed we would
most likely get a better sense of the emotional component of this experience by reviewing
a full transcript, rather than pulling out certain passages or words in an attempt to capture
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the full essence of the emotionality of a group of people around a life experience.
However, it does seem that in this study, the non-mothers were quite cognitive and matter
of fact in their reported emotionality around this issue. It is hard to know how this
compares with Pies’ sample because she really does not give us much information about
her conclusion that fear, relief and loss are the most common emotions felt by non¬
mothers.
Before concluding, it is interesting to note how the findings of this study compare
with some of the literature about heterosexual women who have foregone motherhood.
Like Lang (1991) and Lesser (1991), the heterosexual literature focuses more on issues
of regret than does this study. In fact, there is a substantial portion of the geriatric
literature which is devoted to the later life regrets of heterosexual women who forego
motherhood (Alexander, Rubinstein, Goodman & Luborsky, 1992; Rice, 1989).
In terms of formative childhood factors, at least two authors conclude that these
factors are very important, but not the sole determinant of childlessness (Miller 1993;
Morell, 1994). This is similar to the results of my study which suggest that these early
childhood factors are important but not as important as the internal predilection either for
or against motherhood.
A difference between the heterosexual literature and the results of this study is that
heterosexual women who forego motherhood appeal* to be frustrated by the rift that
occurs between them and the women in their community who do mother (Morell, 1994,
p. 142). Lesbian non-mothers in my sample did not voice this concern, but it was
suggested in other lesbian non-mother writings (Felman, 1992; Pies, 1985), and may
therefore be a good topic for further research.
And finally, a recent study in the heterosexual literature found that only 54% of
first pregnancies were planned pregnancies (Genevie & Margolies, 1987, p. 95). This
suggests that even though the vast majority of heterosexual women may find themselves
pregnant, many of them perhaps had no intention to pursue motherhood. It would be
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interesting to know therefore, how many heterosexual women become pregnant by
accident, rather than in response to a desire to pursue motherhood. Perhaps many more
heterosexual women would forego motherhood if in fact it was a viable and volitional
choice for them to do so. Again this raises interesting questions for further research.
In conclusion then, there are parallels that we can see between this study and the
literature already available about the experience of foregoing motherhood. However,
there are also differences. Perhaps the most important difference is the fact that none of
the other studies consider meaning making as their focus and none of them pay much
attention to the internal predilection that had so much meaning for the women in my
study. Indeed, this study is the first one to interview lesbian mothers and non-mothers
solely for the purpose of exploring the meaning of the experience of foregoing
motherhood and it is also the first one to suggest the presence of an internal mechanism
that guides lesbians either toward or away from motherhood.
Furthermore, it is important to bear in mind that much of the existent literature is
not of a scholarly nature. Much of it is from the individual writings of lesbians and/or
practitioners. Some scholars may discount much of the available literature for that very
reason. However, I think this would be a mistake. This is because of the fact that many
of the authors were writing from their own experiences either as lesbian non-mothers or
as therapists who work with lesbian non-mothers, and their writing therefore, may be
more reflective of the meaning that lesbian non-mothers attach to these experiences, than
might be the case in a more quantitative, traditional, scientific study.
Limitations Of The Study
The results of any study should, of course, be viewed in light of the limitations
associated with that study. In this section, I will highlight the factors that should be taken
into account when considering the findings of this study. It should be noted that
limitations are also presented earlier in this dissertation in Chapter I which discusses
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general limitations of the study and in Chapter III which discusses design limitations of
the study.
One of the most obvious limitations is the small sample size of the study. Ten
lesbians were interviewed in this study; five non-mothers and five mothers. Of course,
this makes it impossible to generalize any significant findings to the larger population.
However, in an in-depth phenomenological study such as this one, I think it is more
important what the small sample size enables me to do, rather than what it prohibits me
from doing. In other words, in a study such as this one, I was not looking for cause and
effect relationships, nor was I looking to quantify significance and generalize that
significance to the larger population. Instead, my goal was to gain insight to a
phenomenon through an in-depth exploration of the experiences of individual narrators.
It is precisely the small sample size that allowed me to meet this goal. It enabled me to go
into great depth with the narrators and it is precisely that depth that provided clues to more
than just the facts about the lives of these women. By spending a great deal of time with
each narrator and allowing them to go to the greatest depth of their life story, I discovered
things that would have remained unearthed if I had surveyed a greater number of women.
Some may also point to the fact that only five of the women in the sample were
non-mothers as a further limitation in terms of what can be learned about non-mothers in
this study. Although this may be true, it is also true that by having the mothers in the
sample, we learned many things about non-mothers that we might not have otherwise.
For example, if the mothers had not revealed so much about their hopes and dreams for
their family in the future, we might not have noticed the nonmothers’ corresponding lack
of attention to the future. Or if the mothers hadn’t talked about the ways in which
motherhood is helping them to reconnect with their family of origin, we might not have
realized that non-mothers do not have this same opportunity for reconnection. So
although the inclusion of mothers in the sample precluded me from including more non¬
mothers, the contribution that they made to the study was well worth the sacrifice.
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The sample of the study is also limited by the fact that it is intentionally restricted
by age and geographic location. This limits the ability to examine age and geographic
variables as they relate to lesbian non-motherhood. However, the limitations that I placed
on age and geographic location allowed me to focus on other individual characteristics of
the narrators without the interference of variables associated with age and/or different
geographic environments. In other words, as I pointed out in Chapter III, I wanted to
hold these factors somewhat constant in an attempt to make other factors more obvious.
For example, if older women were included in the sample, I might have learned more
about the sociopolitical climate that precluded them from pursuing motherhood, rather
than anything significant about them as individuals that caused them to forego
motherhood. Similarly, the experience of lesbians from more conservative geographic
areas might tell me more about the political climate of those areas, rather than information
about the individual lives of the lesbians from those areas.
Another potentially problematic aspect of this study is that I was somewhat
familiar with most of the narrators. Although this may have affected the study in some
ways, I believe that the effect may have been a positive one in that the narrators may have
opened up to me more than they would have to someone that they had no connection
with. The lesbian community in this area is small enough that these lesbians knew that I
was trustworthy and that the research I was doing was legitimate. This most likely
helped them to be as honest and as revealing as they were in the interviews.
Another limitation of the study is that the issues of race and class are not
considered. This is because my sample of narrators were all white and of similar
socioeconomic status, thus preventing me from considering the issues of race and class.
This is an unfortunate limitation of this study and one that should be addressed by future
research. However, the homogeneity of the sample is appropriate for this study because
it is representative of the lesbian community of the Northampton area which is also
predominately white and middle to upper class.
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Another limitation of the study is that there are no widely accepted theoretical
assumptions about lesbian non-mothers. In the absence of this theoretical base, the
interviews needed to be comprehensive and flexible enough to let these women tell their
stories and reveal the meaning associated with them. As such, the interviews tended to be
long and tended to include much information that I did not use in the final analysis of the
study. In retrospect, I would not have spent so much of the interview asking about
family of origin. Instead, I would have spent more time asking about the experience of
foregoing motherhood. However, again there is a positive aspect to this, in that I think it
was the family of origin piece that really helped the narrators get “warmed up” and get in
touch with their thoughts and feelings. It also seemed to help them establish a sense of
connection with me as the interviewer. So although I didn’t use a lot of the information
generated by some of the questions in the study, these questions may have helped me get
the information I did use. Furthermore, the unused portions of the data are still available
and I might be able to use them in future research about the lives of lesbian mothers and
non-mothers.
Another limitation that must be addressed is that this study, like all qualitative
studies with an in-depth interviewing technique, is subject to interviewer/narrator
interaction effects. In other words, the narrative that unfolded for these women may have
had something to do with the questions I asked or how I asked them. However, as
Seidman (1991) points out, “Every research method has its limits and its strengths” (p.
103). So even though I as an interviewer may have had an effect on the research through
my interaction with the narrator; it is also precisely this interaction that yielded the results
of the study. In other words, the narrators may never have told these stories if they were
not given a time, a place and a purpose to do so, as well as someone to listen to them,
guide them and hold their story in high regard and much reverence.
And finally, the study is limited in that I could not present all of the raw data in its
entirety. Certainly, it would be too cumbersome to do so. By chunking it up into
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categories of meaning though, some of the “big picture” of the individual lives of the
narrators was lost. In addition, we must also realize that even the complete narratives are
limited in that they are taken from a particular moment of time and as such are ‘framed
and reified” (Seidman, 1991, p. 103). To address this issue, further research may want
to adopt a longitudinal case study approach.
Implications Of The Study
There are numerous implications of this study, some of which have been
mentioned in other sections of this dissertation. This section, however, will further
delineate these implications as well as present new ones. The implications presented here
are organized according to practical and research emphasis; however it should be noted
that in many cases, the practical implications overlap with the research implications and
vice-versa. Ideally, the practical and research implications should be considered in
tandem, thus allowing one to inform and guide the understanding of the other.
Practical Implications
The most basic practical implication of this study is that it should not be assumed
that all lesbians want to have children, nor should it be assumed that those who don’t
have children have foregone motherhood because of their lesbian identity. This is sound
advice not only for therapists and health practitioners, but also for anyone intimately
connected with lesbians and for lesbians themselves.
The question then becomes, why do lesbians forego motherhood? The findings
of this study suggest that some lesbians forego motherhood in response to an inner
predilection that signals to them that they are not meant to be mothers. The implication
here is that this inner sense is something to pay attention to. This is because of the fact
that the narrators in this study who seemed most at peace with the issue of motherhood
were the ones that had paid attention to their internal sense of knowing and had allowed
this sense to guide them either toward or away from motherhood.
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Furthermore, when it becomes clear that the intention is to forego motherhood,
there is still much work that needs to be done and many things to bear in mind. For
example, partner dynamics may be very important for lesbians who have decided to
forego motherhood. One issue that may require exploration is the level of agreement on
this decision. Do both partners wish to forego motherhood? If not, how will this
disagreement be navigated? Is the partner who wants to forego motherhood willing to co¬
parent? If not, how will the other partner resolve her desire to pursue motherhood? Will
the relationship be able to survive this dilemma? Therapists may find themselves in the
position of helping couples resolve these issues or helping them to end their relationship
because of the incompatibility around these issues. Therapists might also be helpful in
dealing with this issue proactively. In other words, lesbian partners may want to explore
their compatibility around the issue of motherhood prior to making a commitment to each
other.
The other partner issue that may prove to be important for partnerships that forego
motherhood is relationship satisfaction. Pervious research has suggested that non-mother
lesbians may engage in distorted forms of mothering in the relationship (Evans, 1990)
and that lesbian couples without children report less relationship satisfaction than those
who do have children (Koepke, Hare & Moran, 1992). In addition, this current study
reveals the fact that non-mother lesbians are not sure who or what family will mean to
them in the future. For some lesbians, their partner may be the only family available to
them. This may put a great deal of stress on the partnership dyad. Therapists therefore
may need to be aware of these issues and work to help lesbian couples plan for and
address these issues as they move forward together across the lifespan.
Identity is another issue that lesbian non-mothers may present with in therapy.
This study suggests that lesbian non-mothers may have trouble integrating their identity
as non-mothers with their overall sense of self. In other words, it seems that non¬
mothers do not think of themselves as non-mothers. It is not known if it is important for
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them to do so, but there is a good chance that it is important because society will certainly
view and in some cases judge them as non-mothers. Non-mothers may therefore need to
build up ego strength, resolution and support around this aspect of their identity. This
may become troublesome as these women age and issues of generativity and isolation
become important. Therapists may therefore need to help lesbian non-mothers find
resources and support in the community. They may also need to help them value the non¬
mother aspect of their identity. This may involve addressing the issue of selfishness that
many of the non-mothers in this study reported in relation to their decision to forego
motherhood. This work may be especially difficult in a culture such as ours which
simultaneously pressures all women to have children and all lesbians to not have children.
These mixed messages and their impact on identity may at some point need to be explored
by lesbian non-mothers.
The other aspect of identity affected by non-motherhood is lesbian identity
development. It appears that lesbian mothers are forced to integrate and expose their
lesbian identity because of the public nature of child rearing. Many of these mothers
report this as a healthy developmental milestone in terms of being more at peace with
themselves and their lesbian identity. Therapists may need to work with non-mothers on
issues of lesbian identity development by helping them to find other ways to further
expose themselves as lesbians and to further integrate this part of their identity and come
to peace with it.
Implications for family of origin are also provided by this study. Many mothers
reported a sense of reconnection with their family of origin as one of the by-products of
pursuing motherhood. How might non-mothers reconnect given that they will not have
the vehicle of motherhood to help them do this? Also, lesbian non-mothers may be
especially affected by the loss of family of origin members because of the fact that these
family members still represent the primary familial attachment for non-mothers who have
not created their “own” family. This is not to say that partnerships and/or friends do not

167

constitute family. Surely in many cases they do, but some lesbian non-mothers who do
not have these relationships and even some who do; still consider their family of origin to
be their most primary familial connection. This has implications for the creation of a
sense of family in the lives of non-mothers and also in dealing with what might be an
overwhelming sense of loss of the family of origin, whether that loss be through death or
rejection.
This loss of family relates to the sense of isolation that was cited as a fear by
many of the lesbian non-mothers in this study. Many of them did not have a clear sense
of who would constitute family for them in the future and many had fears that they would
one day be all alone. Therapists may need to help non-mothers build a sense of family
for themselves and to plan for later life in terms of identifying lesbian-friendly nursing
homes or relationships that they can count on in times of need. Some of the non-mothers
also talked about nieces and nephews or siblings that they may want to have a relationship
with in the future. These relationships may need to be nurtured sooner rather than later
and a therapist could prove helpful in enabling clients to make these connections.
There are also implications here for the lesbian community as a whole, in thinking
about what can be done to set up ways in which lesbians can take care of each other. The
establishment of lesbian nursing homes, the adoption of lesbian “grandmothers”,
financial support for older lesbians, meal programs, peer counseling etc. are all means of
support that might be crucial for lesbians who find themselves in isolation and in need of
support. The gay men’s community has had to do much of this in response to the AIDS
epidemic. Perhaps some of these programs could serve as models for the lesbian
community in supporting lesbian non-mothers and other lesbians who are alone and/or in
crisis.
Lesbian non-mothers may also need to discover ways to address the losses that
were perceived in this study as the consequences of foregoing motherhood; namely the
loss of the opportunity to nurture, teach and love a child. Some of the women in the
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study have already done this by finding meaning in their teaching, coaching and pet¬
rearing and also in their relationships with nieces, nephews and other children. For some
non-mothers, it may be very important to do this, for others it may not be. Either way, it
is important to be mindful of and address this issue in work with lesbian clients.
Therapists may also need to counsel lesbian non-mother clients around issues of
ambivalence and regret. It is not clear from this study whether this will be an issue, but
other research about lesbians who forego motherhood suggests that it may be (Lang,
1991; Lesser, 1991). The issue of regret is also presented in the literature on childless
heterosexual women as a potential factor that women might have to deal with as part of
the experience of foregoing motherhood (Alexander, Rubinstein, Goodman & Luborsky,
1992; Rice, 1989). Therapists should therefore be aware of the possibility of regrets
surfacing in the lives of lesbian non-mothers.
And finally, therapists may also be helpful in the establishment of support groups
around some of the above mentioned issues. For example, connection with other lesbian
non-mothers may help to foster a sense of identity around non-mothering, it may also
help to end isolation and it may provide support around family of origin and partner
dynamics as well as other issues relevant to lesbian non-mothers.
This study also has implications for lesbians who have decided to forego
motherhood; when in actuality, they have a desire to pursue motherhood. For example, if
a lesbian is ignoring her desire to pursue motherhood because of internalized
homophobia, it might prove beneficial to process this homophobia and learn more about
it. It may stem from legitimate fears that she and her child would be rejected by her
«■*

family of origin. Or she may truly believe that it is wrong for lesbians to have children.
Or she may fear for the safety of her children because she lives in a homophobic
environment. Some of these issues can be worked through, but this may not always be
possible. For example, relocation to a more liberal and accepting environment might
make it possible for some lesbians to pursue motherhood. However, a deep rooted
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religious or moral belief that lesbian motherhood is wrong may never be changed and the
pursuit of motherhood may never be possible. Either way, an exploration of the issue of
homophobia and how it interacts with the inner sense that one has about motherhood is an
important task. It may help facilitate the pursuit of motherhood or it may help the
individual to come to terms with the decision to forego motherhood.
Negative experiences and family of origin relationships may also need to be
explored if they are blocking the pursuit of motherhood. If these are worked through
successfully, it may be more possible to adhere to the internal sense that one wants to
pursue motherhood. It may also be important to explore other options of mothering. It
may be the case that someone is not cut out to be a biological mother, but does feel a
strong sense of fit with the role of co-mother or adoptive mother. Lesbians may not be
aware of these options or their proclivity toward them. Therefore any exposure to these
options may enable the pursuit of motherhood in different ways than what was originally
thought possible.
And finally, partner dynamics also need to be explored. If the internal knowledge
that one is meant to be a mother is ignored because of the lack of a partner or the presence
of an unwilling or non supportive partner, the ramifications of this must be explored and
resolved. If not, the health of the relationship and/or the well-being of the individuals
involved might very well suffer.
In summary then, this study implies that work may need to be done in order for
lesbians to feel able and willing to follow their internal predilection for motherhood. It
also implies, however, that they may need to come to terms with ignoring this
predilection and denying themselves the pursuit of motherhood.
This study also has implications for lesbian mothers and although they are not the
focus of the study, I will briefly mention some of these implications. It appears that
homophobia is an obstacle that must be successfully overcome in order for lesbians to
pursue motherhood. This may require the help of a therapist on both the couple and
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individual level and perhaps also on the familial level around the issues of grandchildren,
rejection, loss etc. Work on issues of homophobia may be especially necessary in
environments that are more conservative than the greater Northampton area. The other
important issues for lesbian mothers are partner negotiation and the logistics of becoming
pregnant. Lesbian couples may need help in negotiating each partner’s level of readiness
to pursue motherhood and also in deciding who will be the biological mother. They may
also need help in making decisions about donors and issues of paternity.
And finally, the study also has an important implication for heterosexual women.
It was revealed in this study that some lesbians are not comfortable with pursuing
motherhood or are not comfortable with the role of biological mother. Lesbians who feel
this way have the option of foregoing motherhood or pursuing motherhood as a co¬
mother with another lesbian. Heterosexual women who feel this way may need help in
either feeling entitled to forego motherhood or in recognizing and pursuing other options
such as adoption. Heterosexual couples might also be aided in the degendering of their
parenting. Perhaps the female partner does not want to “mother” and would rather
‘father” and perhaps the male partner would rather take on the more nurturing, primary
caregiver role usually reserved for women in our society. This study implies that they
should pursue the role toward which they feel most inclined. In other words, if these
partners have an inner predilection for a certain role, they should pay attention to that
inner sense and try to pursue the role that they feel most comfortable with.
Research Implications
This study has revealed that there is a dearth of research that has been conducted
about lesbian non-mothers. It has also exposed many areas of possible inquiry for future
research on this topic. This section will present these areas of inquiry. As a start, many
of the practical implications outlined above could benefit from the guidance of further
research. In addition, the following research implications should be considered by
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scholars who want to make a contribution to the knowledge base about lesbian non¬
mothers.
Perhaps the most fundamental research implication of this study is that it raises
many questions about the internal predilection about motherhood that had so much
meaning for the lesbian non-mothers interviewed in this study. Further research should
investigate this phenomenon and seek to answer the following questions. What is this
internal predilection? How is the predilection to forego motherhood different than the
predilection to pursue motherhood? How are the women with these different
predilections different in terms of personality, gender identification, chemical makeup
etc.? How is this sense of an inner predilection different or the same as what has been
historically referred to as maternal instinct or maternal drive? Is there a corollary instinct
in some women that drives them away from motherhood? Do heterosexual women also
have this internal drive away from motherhood and are many of them ignoring it and
pursuing motherhood? Can this internal sense be modified? What are the costs if it is
ignored? Is it an internal representation of external experiences and relationships? Or is it
“hard-wired” and therefore able to be studied by neuroscience, MRI’s and other brain and
biochemical methods? Does this inner sense relate to personality, gender, hormones or
none of these? Who is more apt to heed this internal sense of knowing? Who is more
susceptible to homophobia and other factors that may force an individual to ignore what
she internally knows to be true about herself in relation to the issue of motherhood? Are
the narrators in this study typical of other lesbians? Can the findings of this study be
replicated by further research or is this sense of an internal predilection somehow unique
to the lesbians in this sample?
The findings of this study about this internal sense of predilection also have
implications for research on gender roles and parenting. Important questions are raised
about the effect that this internal predilection might have on women and men as parents.
Now that gender roles are beginning to loosen up in our society; can there be a paradigm
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shift in parenting? Can men “mother” and women ‘father” or are we somehow “hard¬
wired” for one or the other? Lesbian and gay couples who are co-parenting may be able
to shed some light on this issue as Mitchell (1995) points out in her recent article on the
deconstruction of gendered parenting.
These and other questions about this internal stance or predilection about
motherhood are just some of the research questions posed by this study. However, they
are very important ones. If the experiences of the narrators in this study are indicative of
the experiences of other lesbians, it is important that these questions be investigated.
Furthermore, if this experience of an internal predilection is shared by heterosexual
women; the implications are even greater. Any knowledge gained from further research,
therefore, might be meaningful not only for lesbians, but for all women and for the
institution of motherhood as we know it in society today.
Other research implications of this study involve questions that were raised but
not answered in this study. For example, how do the issues of age, race, and class
influence and have meaning in the experience of foregoing motherhood? How is the
experience of foregoing motherhood different in less liberal, more homophobic
environments? What are the partner variables that are important in foregoing
motherhood? Do lesbian non-mothers need to reckon with issues of femininity and
fertility and do non-mothers who ignore or deny these issues engage in distorted forms of
mothering within their partner relationship as Evans (1990) suggests? Do lesbian non¬
mothers perceive themselves as selfish and what are the ramifications if they do? What
can lesbians who have not yet made a decision about motherhood tell us about the
experience of foregoing motherhood? How does the experience of lesbian non-mothers
compare with heterosexual non-mothers? How are family of origin members affected by
this issue in terms of the loss of grandchildren, nieces and nephews? How do lesbian
non-mothers cope with the isolation that stems from not having children? Or do they
even experience this isolation? Who is caring for lesbian non-mothers in their later years?
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Do these older lesbian non-mothers have any regrets? Do they struggle with issues of
generativity? Again, these are all questions that need to be explored by further research
so that we may better understand the phenomenon of foregoing motherhood in the context
of a lesbian identity.
The fact that adoptive mothers were not included in this study also has
implications for future research. What could lesbian mothers who adopt children tell us
about their experience? Do the majority of these mothers adopt children because of the
homophobic belief that they are more entitled to “rescue” a child than they are to conceive
or co-mother a child? The fact that homophobia did not completely control the mothers in
this study suggests that lesbians may adopt children for more than simply homophobic
reasons and that adoptive mothers should perhaps be included in studies like this one in
the future. However, further research may also want to investigate whether or not this
homophobic belief operates more frequently in less liberal environments or in a different
sample of lesbians. And finally, future research might also explore the experience of
lesbians who turn to adoption as a result of infertility or for other reasons of necessity
and/or preference. Indeed, it seems that the experience of adoptive mothers could tell us a
great deal about pursuing and/or foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian
identity.
Future research may also want to explore issues of identity and development as
they are associated with lesbian non-motherhood. For example, one question that
warrants investigation is where the issue of motherhood fits in stage theories of lesbian
identity development. Another area of needed research is the exploration of the positive
developmental outcomes associated with the experience of foregoing motherhood. In
other words, further research should focus on the things that can be learned about
human/female development by studying the population of lesbian non-mothers who are
not devoting time and energy to parenting. This research should seek to discover the
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ways that lesbian non-mothers grow and develop as individuals and in relationships given
the fact they have more autonomy, time and freedom than their mothering peers.
This study also raises important research implications for the study of the
development of young girls around the issues of motherhood, female identity
development and lesbian identity development. Further research may want to explore the
onset, ontogeny and development of these three aspects of identity, as well as how they
intersect with and influence each other.
In addition, further research may want to explore whether there are more positive
ways that lesbian non-mothers can or do define themselves or whether they are currently
forced to think of themselves only in terms of what they are not. In other words, is there
a way for lesbian non-mothers to make a shift similar to the ones that other groups of
people have historically made? (i.e. From non-white to people of color, from non-male to
women, from non-heterosexual to gay, lesbian and bisexual.) Or is this shift not
necessary because of the fact that lesbian non-mothers receive positive reinforcement for
their decision to forego motherhood and because they as a group are much more the
majority in the lesbian community than are lesbian mothers? Furthermore, if this shift is
not necessary now, will it become necessary if the number of lesbian mothers increases
dramatically or if non-mothers no longer receive positive reinforcement for their decision
to forego motherhood? These are perplexing questions that are difficult to answer
because of the fact that lesbian non-mothers are simultaneously members of both the
minority group of women who forego motherhood and the majority group of lesbians
who forego motherhood. Further research is needed, therefore, to explore and better
understand these difficult questions as they relate to the experience of lesbian non¬
mothers.
Furthermore, the results of this study pose questions about how the issue of
motherhood affects the decision to live a lesbian lifestyle. If sexual orientation is in fact a
continuum as some have suggested; what effect does the issue of motherhood have on
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one’s behavior along that continuum? In other words, do women in the bisexual range
who desire children tend to pursue male partners more than women in the same bisexual
range who do not desire children? If so, will we see an increase in the number of women
who assume a lesbian identity now that motherhood is a more viable and volitional choice
for lesbians? Further research is needed to explore these questions.
There are also research implications raised by this study that pertain to the lesbian
community. Further research should study the effect that the rise in lesbian motherhood
has for the lesbian community. This research could explore whether or not the increase
of lesbian mothers will cause a rift to develop between lesbian mothers and non-mothers.
It should also seek to answer the following questions. Will lesbian mothers align
themselves more with the motherhood community than the lesbian community and what
will this mean for lesbian non-mothers and the strength of the lesbian community? Will
lesbian non-mothers be isolated in their later years and will the lesbian community care
for them? The exploration of these questions would make for valuable future research
about the lesbian community.
Research implications also arise from the fact that the lesbian mothers and non¬
mothers in this study felt varying degrees of pressure to either pursue or forego
motherhood. Future research should explore these pressures and seek to shed light on
the following question. Do lesbians feel more pressure to forego motherhood because of
the societal homophobic belief that it is wrong for lesbians to have children or do they feel
more pressure to have children because they are women in a society that reveres
motherhood and expects women to pursue it?
And finally, this study suggests that perhaps a case study approach to these issues
would be informative. The experiences of the narrators in this study suggest four
possible scenarios or case histories in regard to lesbian parenting. They are:
1. Lesbians who never wanted children and have decided to forego motherhood.
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2. Lesbians who do want children, but are forced to forego motherhood due to
internalized or externalized homophobia.
3. Lesbians who have always wanted children and are pursuing motherhood.
4. Lesbians who never wanted to be biological mothers and/or never wanted to
parent with a male partner, but do want to co-parent with a lesbian partner and are
therefore pursuing co-motherhood.
A case study approach involving each one of these scenarios would be very
helpful in gaining insight to the complexity, emotion and complete story of an individual
experience with each of these motherhood options. This case study approach is
supported by Laird (1995) who articulates the need for more case studies in the research
of lesbian lives.
Furthermore, longitudinal case studies may be especially helpful in exploring the
meaning of the experience of foregoing motherhood across the lifespan. For example,
the lesbian non-mothers in this study had fears that they would end up all alone in later
life. Future longitudinal research, therefore, could explore this issue and thereby shed
light on the following questions. How did these fears change over time? Did they grow?
Did they dissipate with time? Did these non-mothers end up alone? If not, how did they
construct a sense of family or other personal connection? If they are alone; how did they
handle the loss of their family of origin? And finally, a longitudinal case study approach
would be helpful in exploring the ambi valence and/or the formation of regrets around the
decision to forego motherhood.
In summary then, the results of this study suggest many practical and research
implications associated with the experience of foregoing motherhood in the context of a
lesbian identity. Further research is needed, however, to better understand these
implications and to discover new ones.
Concluding Remarks
The experience of lesbians who forego motherhood is a vast and unexplored
territory of research. Perhaps as more lesbians pursue motherhood, those who choose to
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forego it will become more obvious not only to themselves and to society, but to
researchers and health practitioners as well. Indeed, the experience of foregoing
motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity can no longer be seen as a non-issue. It
needs to be recognized as the very real experience of many very real people who deserve
the attention of both researchers and practitioners. Only by exposing and exploring this
issue can we help lesbian non-mothers and others to better understand the experience of
foregoing motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity.
The purpose of this study was to begin this much needed exploration by
investigating the meaning that a small number of lesbians attach to their own experience
with foregoing motherhood. This is just a start though. We need to know more; not only
for the sake of lesbian non-mothers, but also for the health and well-being of all women,
who as a matter of course in our society must grapple with the issue of motherhood and
the meaning that it has in their lives. Hopefully, this study will serve as a starting point
for that very important exploration. As such, we are indebted to the narrators in this
study who so bravely handed me their stories and trusted me to share them with readers
of this dissertation.
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APPENDIX A
CONSENT FORM
THE MEANING OF FOREGOING MOTHERHOOD IN THE CONTEXT OF A
NONTRADITIONAL IDENTITY: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL EXPLORATION
A Study by Elizabeth Feeney, PhD Candidate, University of Massachusetts at Amherst

CONSENT FOR VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that:

1.

I will be interviewed by Elizabeth Feeney using a guided interview format.

2. The questions I will be answering address my experience with foregoing or
pursuing motherhood in the context of a lesbian identity.
3. The purpose of the research is to discover the meaning that lesbians attach to the
experience of foregoing motherhood and it is hoped that this information will guide
helping professionals and anyone else to learn and grow from the information
including the participants themselves.
4. The interview will be tape recorded to facilitate analysis of the data and later
transcribed by either Elizabeth Feeney or a hired professional.
5.

I am free to participate or not to participate without prejudice.

6.

I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time.

7. My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in any way or at
any time. I understand, however, that it will be necessary to identify participants in
the dissertation and subsequent publications by certain demographic information such
as age, ethnicity and other information deemed necessary by the researcher.
8. I understand that results from this study will be included in Elizabeth Feeney’s
doctoral dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to
professional journals for publication.
9. I hereby grant permission to be quoted directly from the transcript of my
interview in Elizabeth Feeney’s dissertation and in subsequent publications.
10. I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other
publication.
11. Because of the small number of participants, approximately ten, I understand
that there is some risk that I may be identified as a participant in this study.

Researcher Signature

Date

Participant Signature

Date
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APPENDIX B
NARRATOR INFORMATION SHEET
THE MEANING OF FOREGOING MOTHERHOOD IN THE CONTEXT OF A
NONTRADITIONAL IDENTITY: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL EXPLORATION

A Study by Elizabeth Feeney, PhD Candidate, University of Massachusetts at Amherst
NARRATOR INFORMATION SHEET

NAME
CURRENT MOTHERHOOD STATUS
ADDRESS
TELEPHONE NUMBER
OCCUPATION
ANNUAL HOUSEHOLD INCOME
EDUCATION
HOBBIES/PETS
DATE OF BIRTH/AGE/BIRTH ORDER
PLACE OF BIRTH
WHERE RAISED
WHAT AGE IDENTIFIED SELF AS A LESBIAN
ETHNICITY
RELIGION OF ORIGIN
CURRENT RELIGION/FAITH
NUMBER AND GENDER OF SIBLINGS (And whether or not they are parents)
PARENT STATUS (Deceased, Divorced)

DYSFUNCTIONAL OR FUNCTIONAL FAMILY
MEDICAL HISTORY
TRAUMA HISTORY
CURRENT RELATIONSHIP STATUS
CURRENT HOUSEHOLD STATUS (Own, rent, live alone, roommates etc.)
HISTORY OF THERAPY/COUNSELING
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APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW GUIDE
THE MEANING OF FOREGOING MOTHERHOOD IN THE CONTEXT OF A
NONTRADITIONAL IDENTITY: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL EXPLORATION
A Study by Elizabeth Feeney, PhD Candidate, University of Massachusetts at Amherst
INTERVIEW GUIDE
PART ONE
FOCUS - Introduction/Demographic Information/Rights of Narrator
OBJECTIVE - To establish rapport, inform narrator of rights, obtain accurate demographic information.
QUESTIONS - On separate Narrator Information Sheet.
PART TWO
FOCUS - Contextual Information
OBJECTIVE - To understand the role that family of origin, early experiences and socialization have had
on narrator’s current identity.
QUESTIONS - I’d like to ask you some questions about what your experience was like growing up.
What messages you received. What values you were taught etc. I’m especially interested in your family
of origin but I also want to hear about other important influences in your development/life.
I. First lets start with your family. Who was in your childhood household? Please describe your
relationship with each of these people, (past, present, future)
What would you say are the most fundamental or strongest values that your family holds?
Which word best describes your role in the family - Golden child. Black sheep or neither of
these? Is there a word that describes you?
What messages did you receive about being a girl, about being different, about homosexuality.
How was/is motherhood viewed in your family?
Who was the primary caretaker in your household - Was there much discussion about this?
What role did gender play in your household - expectations, what valued?
What role does extended family play?
What are the expectations/values around producing offspring?
What was/is your relationship to these values and messages currently and as a child/adolescent.
II. Now I’d like to hear about other influences that were important to you as a child and in your
development as an adult. Who or what shaped who you are today?
Were there other important people in your life or other places where you received important
values/messages?
Who were these people - Where were the places? What were the messages? ex. church, job,
siblings, extended family.
What was your response to or relationship with these messages?
Anything else growing up that molded you?
What were you relationships like with small children? Did you baby-sit - Avoid kids?
PART THREE
FOCUS - Lesbian Identity Development
OBJECTIVE - To understand the role that lesbian identity development has had in narrator’s life.
QUESTIONS - It is important for me to understand how you think of yourself as a lesbian and how this
developed over the years. Can you reflect on your internal and external processes of identifying as a
lesbian? Think for a while about your thoughts and feelings and also about the people and incidents that
led up to you defining yourself as a lesbian. Then I’ll ask you to tell me the story.... Now, please tell
me the story - tell me whatever you deem to be the beginning, middle and end of the story.

Probe or confirm:
When did you first realize you were a lesbian? What age did you come out as a lesbian?
How did you know?
How did this make you feel?
Who was the first person you told?
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What was your first relationship like?
Who are you out to now?
Tell me about coming out to your family. Have you? What was their reaction? What
is the current situation?
If not - will you? Why/Why not? If not - what would need to change for you to be able to
tell them?
Is there anyone else in your family who is gay?
What is the best thing about being a lesbian?
What is the worst thing about being a lesbian?
What messages have you received about being gay - past/present/future?
PART FOUR
FOCUS - Experience of Foregoing or Pursuing Motherhood - An Historical Analysis
OBJECTIVE - To understand the details/context of the narrator’s history with and current relationship to
the issue of motherhood.
QUESTIONS -Please remember back to your earliest recollection of your thoughts about yourself as a
mother.
Can you remember as a child what your view of yourself as a mother was?
When you realized you were a lesbian; what effect did this have on your ideas about motherhood?
With respect to the issue of having a child, tell me where you stand right now.
Was there a time when you had made plans otherwise?
When did this change?
Was there a time when you were undecided?
What factors were important to you in the decision?
Who was important to you in your decision?
Was it an easy decision?
What made it easy/difficult?
What role does your identity as a lesbian currently play in your decision?
What role did your partner play in the decision?
What role does money play?
What fears do you have about pursuing/foregoing motherhood?
What is the first word/emotion you think of when I say the word - “Mother” - “Lesbian” “Lesbian Mother”?
PART FIVE
FOCUS - Systems (people, family, community, faith, religion, role models, chosen family,
relationships, job, government, schools, laws, etc.)
OBJECTIVE - To understand the role that other influences (systems) have played and do play in the
shaping of the narrator’s relationship to the issue of motherhood.
QUESTIONS - Many people find meaning through their associations with other people, groups or
situations. I’d like you to think for a moment about what or who has shaped your experiences/meanings
associated with motherhood and your identity as a mother/non-mother.
A. Name five people, experiences, institutions, situations or groups that influenced your ideas about
motherhood in the past.
Explain your connection/relationship to this person/system.
How have they influenced your decision?
Do they know of their influence?
Are they aware of your decision?
How did you inform them?
What was their reaction?
Do you appreciate or regret their influence?
B. How do these forces currently influence you? Would you name the same five or a different five?
C. How do you anticipate being influenced by these forces in the future? Do you see other forces
influencing you?
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PART SIX
FOCUS - Meaning of the Experience of Foregoing/Pursuing Motherhood
OBJECTIVE - To engage in meaning making about this experience and/or enable narrator to share with
me the meaning that she has constructed. Understand the meaning that pursuing/foregoing motherhood
has for narrator.
QUESTIONS - Now that you have decided what role motherhood has in your life, what meaning does
foregoing/pursuing motherhood have for you? In what ways is it important to you?
Has this changed over time?
What are the three emotions that you feel most strongly about this experience?
What do you gain/lose through this experience?
In order for you to reverse your decision and have/not have a child what would need to change?
Would you want this to change?
If you had any regrets/could change one thing about your relationship to the issue of
motherhood; what would it be?
If you had a daughter/niece/godchild who was a lesbian; what advice would you give her about
motherhood? What would you tell her about your own experience?
When you think about the future - what will it mean to you to have/not have children - what
will family mean to you?
Is there anything that I haven’t asked about that you feel is important?
PART SEVEN
FOCUS - Closure
OBJECTIVE - To ensure that narrator is in a safe place, empower narrator to feel in control of process,
review logistics, put closure on interview.
QUESTIONSAre there any questions that you have for me?
Has there been anything about this interview that has made you uncomfortable?
Is there anything that you feel a need to discuss before we close?
Do you understand the issues of confidentiality as well as the nature of reporting that I will do in
the dissertation and in subsequent publications?
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